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EDITOR’S PREFACE. 


Tue Editors of the “ American Biblical 
Repository,” in compliance with numerous 
requests, have been induced to give this 
little volume to the public. Many readers 
have felt that the communications of Dr. 
Woods, on the “ Doctrine of Perfection,” 
are so valuable—so well adapted to direct, 
if not even to terminate the popular dispute 

sing on the subject—that they have urged their 
publication in a form suited to the most ex- 
tensive circulation, as well as the most per- 
‘manent usefulness. 
Our own opinion of the excellence of 
_ these articles is not surpassed by that of 
our correspondents. The kindness and 
a courtesy of the discussion are such as the 
respected author has taught the public to 
expect in the productions of his pen. His 
concessions to his opponents are generous 
and free, and, at the same time, his own 
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positions, and the commonly received doc- 
trines, on the subject in dispute, are clearly 
stated and ably defended. ‘The honest in- 
quirer after truth, whatever may have been 
his previous opinions, may read these com- 
munications without irritation ; and those 
who read will derive from them the double 
advantage of instruction adapted to en- 
lighten and correct their own views, on a 
subject of deep and perpetual interest to 
every Christian, and of feeling that their 
prejudices are happily modified and. di- 
minished. 

It is worthy of remark that commenda- 


tions of these articles have come to us, not . 


only from advocates of the commonly te- 
ceived doctrines, but from some who were 
inclined to favor the views of Mr. Mahan. 
Judging from their effects, as witnessed in 


these cases, we are encouraged to expect 
the happiest results from their perusal, in 
every place where the minds of Christians 


have by any means, been thrown into agita- 
tion or doubt on the subject of the attaina- 


_bleness of perfection in this life. 
_ ‘The circumstances which induced Dr. 


Woods to enter upon this discussion are in- 
timated in his introductory remarks. A 
brief statement of them, however, may not 
be unacceptable to the reader. In the Bibli- 
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om Repository for January, 1839, we-pub- 
lished an able article from the pen of the 
Rev. Dr. Pond, of Bangor, on the general 
subject of “Perfection,” 0 or “ Perfectionism,” 
in which he considered the subject histori- 
cally, dividing “the pretenders to Christian 
perfection” into three classes :—1. The ad- 
vocates of imputed perfection—antinomi- 
ans ; 2. 'Those who, on the ground that the 
moral law has been superseded by the law 
of faith, claim what they call an evangeli- 
cal perfection ; and 3. Those who profess 
to fulfil perfectly the law of God. 'This 
article was received with favor, and may. 
be referred to as a clear and satisfactory 
exhibition of the various forms in which | 
the“ Doctrine of Perfection” has been held. 


by its advocates, and a summary refutation 
of each. About the same time, or soon 


after, asmall volume, by Mr. Mahan, was © 
published in Boston, ‘entitled : “ Scripture 
Doctrine of Christian Per ‘fection ; with 
other kindred subjects, tllustrated and con- 
firmed in a series of Discourses designed 
to throw light on the Way of Holiness.” 
This volume was reviewed in the “ Reposi- 
tory” for July, 1839, in an article of more 
than twenty pages, bythe Rev. N.S. Folsom, 
then of Providence, R. I.; and this review 
called forth a reply from Mr. Mahan, which, 
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after some unavoidable delay, appeared in 
the “ Repository” for October, 1840. In the | 
_ mean time, the “Letter” by Mr. Fitch and 
Dr. Weeks’ « Reply” to the same had been 
_ published. | 

It was in possession of all the above 
‘onaeiel publications, and while the advocates 
_ of “ Perfection” were zealously urging their 
be Doctrine,” with considerable suecess in 
some places, that Dr. Woods was solicited 
to prepare the articles which appeared in 
the “ Repository” for January and April, 
1841, and which, having been carefully re- 
vised by the author, are embraced in the 
present volume. His object is sufficiently 
explained in the course of his discussion ; 
and if, in the form in which it is here pre- 
sented, it shall avail, with the blessing 
of God, properly to ‘yestrain and guide 
the misdirected ‘zeal of any: who, by the 
adoption of an erroneous faith, have ‘been 
diverted from the right way of holiness, it 
will so far answer the wish’ of the Editors, 
and, we doubt not, of those who have de- 


sired its separate publication. 
Office of the American Biblical 
Repository, New-York, May, 1841. 


THE % a 


DOCTRINE OF PERFECTION. 


"THE attention of the religious public has, 
of late, been frequently called to the sub- 
ject above mentioned, and much has been 
written and published on both sides of the 
question at issue between the parties. It is 
not my object to notice all the particular 
opinions and arguments which have been 
advanced by writers engaged in the con- 
troversy. I can promise no more than to 
take a summary view of the points which 
are regarded as of the first importance, to 
consider the manner in which the doctrine | 
has been defended, and the chief arguinents 
on which it rests, and to inquire what con- 
clusion a candid regard to truth will lead 
us to adopt. 
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his system are inconsistent with themselves, 
in holding to those common principles. He 
is at liberty to show, that they stop short 
of the mark, and must suffer loss. But can 
he, with propriety, mention those commonly 
received principles, as peculiar to him, in 
distinction from others? Can he take any 
advantage from them, to prove the excel- 
lence of his system, above the common 
system? Can he in any way properly make 
the impression that they belong to ‘him, 
more than to evangelical ministers gene- 
rally? 

In this respect, | am constrained to say, 
that Mr. Mahan, Mr. Fitch and others have, 
however undesignedly, committed an obvi- 
ous fault, and one which is likely to mis- 
lead incautious readers. In various in- 
stances, they exhibit certain views, and lay 
down certain principles,as peculiar to them- 
selves, in distinction from others, which in 
fact are held as fully by others as by them. 
Such a proceeding is evidently unfair, and 
whatever advantage mav seem ta be derived 
from it, is unjust. 


THE PROVISIONS OF THE GOSPEL. 
Mr. Mahan represents it as a principle 


belonging to his system, in distinction from 
the common system, that God has made full 
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provision in the gospel to render Christians 
“perfect in every good work to do his will.” 
In his Discourses, p. 16, where he professes 
to set forth his system, in contrast with the 
common system, he says: “Qn one side” 
(that is, on his side) “it is affirmed, that 
grace is provided in the gospel to render the 
Christian, even in this life, perfect in every 
good work to do the will of God. On the 
other side it is affirmed, that no such grace 
is provided.” And in the Repository for 
October, 1840, p. 409, where he undertakes 
to show in -what respect he differs from 
others, he repeats the same thing. In his’ 
Discourses, p. 93, he says: “ 'The only ex- 
isting difference” (that is, between his views 
and those commonly held) “respects the 
extent of.the. provisions and promises of 
. divine grace, in regard to Christians in this 
life.” And when he comes, p. 129 and on- 
ward, to state more practically what he re- 
_gards as the peculiar excellence of his sys- 
tem, in distinction from the one commonly 
received (such a distinction being every 
where implied,) he points to this, namely: 
“that God has made full provision, not only 
for the pardon of every sin, but for the en- 
tire perfection of believers in holiness, and 
for every particular necessity which may 
come upon them in time and eternity.” 
\ Bid 
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Attentive readers will perceive that the 
idea of such a distinction, between the ad- 
vocates of Perfection and others, has full 
possession of Mr. Mahan’s mind, and is 
interwoven with the whole texture-of his 
Discourses. 

Mr. Fitch takes the same ground. See 
Guide to Perfection, for February, 1840. 
He states it as the first point of inquiry be- 
tween him and his brethren, whether God, 
in the economy of his grace, has made pro- 
vision to save his people from their sins ; 
and he affirms it to be his belief that such 
provision is made. 

‘ Now some readers will be inclined to 
exclaim: What a powerful recommenda- 
tion is this of the doctrine of Perfection 
What a striking argument in its favor! We 
find from the writings of these men, that . 
the doctrine has this peculiar excellence, 
namely ; it asserts that full provision has 
been made by divine grace for the entire 
deliverance of believers from sin. How 
precious such a provision! How plainly 
taught in the Bible! And how strange 
itis that Christians have so long overlooked 
it! How great the mistake of those who 
differ from these writers, and who do not 
believe that God has made provision for the 
entire sanctification of believers ! 
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And yet it is a fact, that devout Christians 
and orthodox divines have, in all ages, 
maintained this same precious doctrine, that 
JSull provision 1s made in the gospel, not 
only for the forgiveness of sin, but for the 
complete sanctification of God’s people. 
IT might fill volumes with quotations from 
evangelical writers, in which this grand 
sentiment is strongly asserted and clearly 
illustrated, and is set forth as the founda- 
tion of hope and the spring of effort to be- 
lievers. Let any one read the practical 
writings of Calvin, Flavel, Owen, Bunyan, 
Watts, Doddridge, President Davies, Good, 
and numberless other authors, ancient and 
modern, and he will find that they exhibit . 
this sentiment in all its preciousness. If 
hope to be excused, if I take the liberty to 
say, that no truth has been more familiar to 
my own mind, or more zealously inculcated 
in my preaching and conversation than this, 
that the Saviour has made provision for 
the entire deliverance of his people from 
sin; that the gospel contains a remedy for 
all our spiritual diseases ; that there is a 
fulness in Christ, adequate to supply alt 
our need. It has been the same with others. 
I could name many, whom I have known 
personally, who have zealously preached 
this doctrine, and have rested upon it, living 
and dying, as the rock of their salvation. 
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By Se tirelical ministers generally, this 
doctrine has been regarded as one of the 
grand peculiarities of the gospel. In their 
view, the gospel is no gospel without it. 
And yet I must confess that neither I, nor 
my brethren generally, have given this great 
gospel truth the place which it ought to hold 
in our preaching. And Mr. Mahan might, 
with perfect propriety, have noticed this, 
and might.have truly said, that, in many in- 
stances, it has been so far neglected, as to 


make the impression upon others, that it 


was no part of our belief. But we do be- 


lieve it, and we always have believed. abe 
and we have sincerely and earnestly pub-. 
lished it, as the ground of hope to man... 


We are, T acknowledge, under obligations 


to Mr. Mahan, for holding forth thia truth. 


so clearly, and giving it such prominence 
in the gospel plan. And. if. he had labored 
merely to wake up his brethren to juster 
views of the importance of this fundamental 
article of their faith, and to greater diligence 
and fervor in explaining, confirming and 
applying it; his labor would have been di- 
rected to a noble object, and would not have 
been in vain. But for him to say, or imply, 
that orthodox ministers have not believed 
_ and taught this truth,—why, he might as 
well say, they have not believed and taught 


+ 
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the divine authority of the Bible. The fact 
is, the more devoutly ministers and Chris- 
tians have studied the word of God, the 
more they have knownof themselves, and the 
more earnestly they have sought the teach- 
ings of the Holy Spirit, the better have they 
understood the provisions of the gospel, and 
the more entirely have they relied upon the 
all-sufficient grace of Christ. I am glad to 
see, that, as Mr. Mahan has come to enter- 
tain more exalted views of the gracious 
provisions of the gospel for the sanctifica- 
tion of believers, he has ceased to give such 


prominence, as he formerly did, to the abil- — 


ity or free-will of man, and Has expressly 


? renounced it, as furnishing any ground of 


hope for sinners, or any spring of holiness 
to Christians, and has been brought to rely 
wholly on the grace of Christ, and to look 
to him for the whole of salvation. Luther 


did this, when he first emerged from the | 


darkness of popery: William Cowper did 
this, at his first conversion. Devout Chris- 
tians have all done this, though with differ- 
ent degrees of clearness : and multitudes of 
them have done it in as ‘high a degree and 
with as much comfort, as Mr. Mahan. 
Ihaverecently become acquainted with the 
biography of Mrs. Hawkes, a humble Chris- 
tian in the common walks of life, who de- 
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rived special benefit from the instructions 


of Cecil. And TI shall here make a single 
quotation from one of her letters, showing 
her cordial reliance on the grace of Christ 
for the whole of sanctification. She says 
to her correspondent: “ You want to know 
how I have been conquering self. Alas! 
I have only been fighting against self, but 
am still very far from being a conqueror ; 
and lam thankful to Say, as you do, Jesus 
shows me my strength is in him ; and my 
desige is, to be as a little child. “When I 
want to act, I goto him for wisdom and 
strength. If I feel anger, run to him, and 
show it to him. When I feel pride rising 
upon any occasion, I go to him, and confess 
it. ‘To him I take every sin, as it arises— 
every want, every desponding thought. 
To him I go for every good thought, every 
good desire, every good word and work, 
crying, Lord, help me in this,—Lord, help 
mein the other. It is thy grace alone, 
that can produce any thing good in me. 
What else is meant by Christ’s living in me, 
andlin him? Itis by this simple faith, that 
we must bring forth good fruits; and to obtain 
it, we must plead the promises. How are we 
to be transformed in the spirit of our minds, 
and to be changed into his image, from 
glory to glory ? Not by looking within, but 
by looking to Jesus.” 
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Now how does this differ from the — 


views exhibited by Mr. Mahan in the fol- 
lowing passage (Discourses, pp. 153—4). 
He says, just as thousands have said 
before: “The promises are adapted to 
every possible condition. They descend 
to the sinner in the lowest depths of guilt 
and depravity, for the purpose of lift- 
ing him out of the horrible pit, and render- 


ing him a partaker of the divine nature.’ 


They. meet the Christian, in a state of par- 
tial holiness, for the purpose of raising him 
toa state of perfect love. Now, to use the 
promises so as to become possessed of the 
blessings they proffer to us, four things are 
necessary: that we know our need; that 
we apprehend the particular promise of 
Christ which was designed to meet that 
particular necessity ; that we repose full 
confidence in the ability and faithfulness of 
Christ to fulfil the promise; and that we 
east our whole being upon him, for the 
specific purpose of securing a fulfilment of 
the particular promise before us, . For ex- 
ample ; the sinner is brought to feel himself 
to be in a lost condition. Here he is met 
with the declaration of Christ: [came to 
seek and tosave that which was lost ;—and 
whosoever cometh unto me, £ will in no- 
wise cast out. Let the sinner cast himself 
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directly upon Christ, for the definite purpose 
of securing a fulfilmentof this promise. Are 
you in darkness? Go directly to Christ for 
the fulfilment of the promise: J will lead 
the blind by a way which they knew not. Is 
your heart hard and unfeeling ? Go to Christ 
and east yourself upon his faithfulness for the 
fulfilment of the promise: J will take the’ 
heart of stone out of your flesh and will 
give you a heart of flesh. Do temptations 
beset you? Go to Christ with the promise: 
who will not suffer you to be tempted above 
that you are able, but will with the temp- 
tation make a way to escape, that ye may 
be able to bear it. Are you about to enter 
into new scenes, or spheres of action? Go 
to Christ with the promises: lo, Jam with 
you always ; and my grace ts sufficient 
for thee. In short, whatever your condition, 
remember that you are addressed by your 
Saviour with some specific promise, per- 
fectly adapted to your case; and your life 
depends upon your casting yourself at once 
upon the faithfulness of Christ, for the ful- 
filment of that promise.” 

Now all this, which I have quoted from 
Mr. Mahan, is just and scriptural, exhibiting 
the true spirit of the Gospel. And allthat 
is wanted is, that he should have frankly 
said: this is nothing new. Itis the good 
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old way, in which evangelical writers and 
Christians have always understood and 
applied the provisions and promises of 
the gospel. I could easily cite many, pas- 
sages of the same import, and. still more 
striking, from Bunyan’s Jerusalem-Sinner 
Saved, *MsLautin’s Sermons, Good’s Better 
Covenant, and the writings of John Newton. 

And I have hoped that orthodox ministers 
were about to give up what remainsamonge 
them of a cold, abstruse, philosophical 
way of preaching, and to adopt more fully 
the determination of Paul, to know nothing 
but Jesus Christ-and him crucified, and to 
make him all in all. May the day soon 
come when this shall be the case univer- 
sally. And let us, who differ from Mr. Ma- 
han in other respects, be careful to profit by 
his remarks on this subject; and let us copy 
his earnestness in holding forth the all-suffi- 
cient provisions of the gospel for the entire 
sanctification of believers. 

My aim has been to do full justice to Mr. 
Mahan, in holding the great principle above 
considered ; and at the same time to show, 
that orthodox writers and preachers have 


generally held the same principle, and: that,. ° | 


in this respect, Mr. Mahan has made no ad- 

vance beyond the common faith of the 

Christian church. Of course it must be 
o °8 
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wrong for him or any others to suppose, 
that holding this principle can be turned to 
the advantage of his system in distinction 
from the system commonly received by the 
orthodox. pela 

But Mr. Mahan. thinks that his peculiar 
doctrine certainly follows from the fact, that 
provision is. made for the entire sanctifica- 
tion of believers. ‘'I'his, then, shall be my 
next point of inquiry... From the facet that 
provision is. made in the, gospel for the 
complete sanctification of believers, does tt 
follow that they will be completely sancti- 
fied in the present life? Let us dismiss 
all other points till we have. disposed of this. 
{tis a matter of reasoning. And those who 
are accustomed to reasoning know how i1m- 
portant it is to give a fixed attention to the 
point under consideration, and to be care- 
ful not to wander from it. 

The question at issue may be-taken up 
in two ways. First: Do the provisions’ of 
the gospel, taken by themselves, certainly 
prove that behevers will ever be completely 
sanctified ? 

Now, if.the actual and complete sancti- 
fication of believers certainly follows from 
the mere provisions of the gospel for that 
purpose, it must be on this principle,—that 
if God has made provision in the sense in- 
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tended, for the accomplishment of a par- 
ticular end, that ‘end will actually be ac- 
complished. This is clear. For if such 
provision may be made, and yet the end fail 
of being accomplished, then we can no 
longer infer such accomplishment from such 
provision ; and in order to make out a con- 
elusive proof that the end will be accom- 
plished, we must argue from some other 
premises besides the. simple. fact that pro- 
vision is made for it. 

Our question then is: Do the provisions 
of the gospel for the complete sanctification 
of God’s people. prove that they will ever, in” 
fact, be completely sanctified? 

Mr. Mahan is no stranger to reasoning ; . 
and he will, [ am persuaded, bring to the 
consideration of this subject an active, dis- 
cerning intellect, and a kind, candid heart. 
I shall then make my appeal directly to 
him. -And IT ask my dear brother: Has not 
God, in this favored land, made full provi- 
sion ‘for the comfortable support of all the 
- inhabitants ?—such provision, that all who 
enjoy the other common blessings of life in 
an ordinary degree may, by suitable exer-- 
tions, obtain such a support ? But does it 
follow, fram-such provision, that all the in- 
habitants will actually obtain a comfortable ~ 
support? I ask again: ‘Is not provision 
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tas in the gospel for the salvation of all 
sinners to whom the gospel is published ? 
This, my brother, in common with others, is 
accustomed to teach, as a matter of great 
moiwent. But does it follow from this, that 
all who hear the gospel will ;be saved ? 
May not something else come in to prevent 
that salvation for which provision is made? 
If so, then the general question returns: 
Can we infer from the simple fact that pro- 
vision is made for the accomplishment of a 
particular object, that the object will actu- 
ally be accomplished ? 

But, my brother, who is fond of argu- 
ment, will bear with me, while I take 1 up 
the question in the other way alluded to. 
He often asserts that God has made provi- 
sion for the complete sanctification of be- 
lievers during the present life. 'This, with 
proper qualifications, I readily admit. And 
I ask him whether God has not made pro- 
vision for the complete sanctification of be- 
lievers during the present day, and the pre- 
sent hour, yea, the present minute? I 
should think it. strange if he should hesi- 
tate a moment to answer in the affirmative. 
A mind like his will, I am sure, quickly see- 
what astounding consequences would fol- 
low from the denial. How, then, does he 
dispose of this matter? From the fact, that 
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provision is made in ‘the gospel for the 
complete sanctification of believers the pre- 
sent hour and minute, does he draw the 
conclusion that they do all in reality obtain 
complete sanctification the present hour and 
minute? And if. not, how can he draw the 
other. conclusion, n namely, Ahat they -are 
completely sanctified during the present 
life, because provision is made for it in the 
gospel? May not some other cause inter- 
vene to prevent the accomplishment of the 
object, for which such provision.is made ? 
And may it not: hinder the accomplishment 
for a longer as. well as for a shorter time ?— 
for a few years’as well as for an hour ora 
minute ? 

The other circumstances, ‘such as pro- 
mises, prayers, etc., which may be com- 
bined with the simple provision of the gos- 
pel, and which, may be supposed to insure 
the accomplishment of the object, will be 
considered in another place. Our present 
inquiry is, whether, from the simple fact 
that provision is made for the entire sancti- 
fication of believers in this life, we can in- 
fer that such sanctification will -actually 
take place? And I think I may regard it as 
a point agreed to on all hands, and certainly 
by the brother with whom I am arguing the 
, basa 


26 CHRISTIAN PERFECTION, 


case, that such an inference cannot be 
deen: 


THE ATTAINABLENESS OF PERFECTION IN 
THE PRESENT‘ LIFE. 


Mr. Mahan represents it as a question on 
which his opinion differs from the one com- 
monly entertained : “ whether we may now, 
during the progress of the present life, at- 
tain to entire perfection in holiness.” (Dis- 
courses, p. 15.) And in his second Dis- 
-eourse he makes it his particular inquiry, 
whether a state of complete holiness is at- 
tainable in the present life. He informs 
us that he does not use the words attain- 
able and practicable with reference merely 
or chiefly to our natural, powers as intelli- 
gent, accountable agents, but with reference 
to the provisions of divine grace. And he 
lays it down’ as a truth, which distinguishes 
his system from the one generally held, that 
“complete holiness is, in the highest and 
most common acceptation of the term, at- 
tainable.” And in the last number of the 
Repository (p. 409) he states it as a point pe- 
culiar to him and his party, “ that we may 
render to God the perfect obedience which 
he requires.” But we hold to this as much 
as he does, and, as I suppose, on the i 
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conditions ; that is, we may render perfect 
obedience, if we apply ourselves to the 
work as we ought, and fully avail our- 
selves of the gracious provisions of the 
gospel. He surely would not sav that we 
may render ‘perfect obedience | in any other 
way. 

I must therefore protest Herel as I-did in 
the former case, against Mr. Mahan’s claim- 
ing that, as belonging peculiarly and exclu- 
sively to him, and to those who agree with 
him, which belongs equally to others. We 
hold, as decidedly as he. does, that, in the 


common acceptation of the term, complete: 


holiness is at¢éainable in the present life, 
. When we assert that a thing is attainable, 
or may be attained, our meaning is, that a 
proper use of means will secure it: that we 
shall obtain it, if we do what we ought ; 
and that, if we fail of obtaining it, truth 


will require us to say we might have ob- 


tained it, and that our failure ‘was owing 
altogether to our own fault. The attaina- 
bleness of any thing surely does not mean 
the same thing as'‘its being actually’ ob- 

tained. For it is very common to speak of 
many things, for example, the improve- 
ment of the mind, and a state of compe- 
tence, as things which are attainable, or 
which may be obtained, but which never 


s 
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are obtained. ‘The same as to the blessings 
of the gospel. Mr. Mahan would. doubt- 
less say, as others do, that salvation is’ at- 
tainable by all who hear the gospel; that 
under the dispensation of grace, any and, 
all sinners may be saved; meaning, that 
means and opportunities are provided ; that 
the way is prepared ; that salvation-is freely 
offered to them on the most reasonable 
terms; that a proper conduct on their part 
will secure the blessing, and that if they do 
not obtain it, they themselves, and they 
only, will be the faulty cause of the failure. 
When we saya thing is not attainable, we 
mean that, whatever we may do, we cannot 
obtain it, and that our failing to obtain it 
will not be owing to any misconduct or 

neglect on our part. It is often, and truly 
represented, that impenitent sinners, at the 
judgment day, will have the painfal reflec- 
tion that the.blessedness of heaven was 
offered: to them, and was put within their 
reach—that they,might have been saved, 
but refused the infinite good. 

See, now, how. Mr. “Mahan treats this 
subject i in his. Discourses, pp. 45, 46, and 
elsewhere. He:says, the church and the 
ministry, almost universally, believe that 
perfection is unattainable. He means all — 
who dissent from his views. And then he — 


us 
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inquires, how Christians can aim at perfec- 
tion, with the belief that it is not attaina- 
ble. But this is not our belief. It there- 
fore becomes evident, that his representa- 
tion is incorrect, and that all the advantage 
he derives, or seems to derive from it, is 
unjust. 

But there is a question here which must 
not be overlooked. Both parties hold, that 
complete holiness-is, in the above mention- 
ed sense, attainable. Does this prove that — 
it is actually attained? Here, again, I~ 
shall address myself to Mr. Mahan. Do — 


you not hold, my brother, that salvation is 


attainable by all sinners who hear the 
gospel? But do you infer from this that all 
will be saved? Further; do you not hold 
that complete holiness is attainable by all 
believers now, this very day, and this very 
minute? Doubtless you do. But your 
writings show that you are far enough from 
thinking that all believers are completely 
holy now. If you really thought them to 
be so, why should you show such grief at 
their short-comings? And why speak, as 
you do, of Ch ristians « partially sanctified ?” 
And why labor with such zeal to stir them 


up to make higher attainments, and seek 
_after perfection? Now, if you yourself do 


+e "6 
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ae not think that the actual attainment of 
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perfection can be inferred from its attaina- 
bleness ; can it be right for you to employ 
modes of reasoning which unply, or seem 
to imply, that you do think so? ° 


DIVINE PROMISES. 


Mr. Mahan-and others place great de- 
pendence upon these for the support of their 
doctrine. ‘The question which I shall now 
consider is, whether the promises of God, 
when r iohtl, y interpreted, do really support 
the doctrine. 

It is hardly necessary to say, that I per- 
fectly agree with Mr. Mahan ‘in the confi- 
dent belief that God will fulfil all his pro- 
mises, taken-in their true meaning. No 
one, surely, can expect them to be accom- 
plished in a sense which they were never 
intended to bear. The first inquiry, then, 
must be, as to the true meaning of the pro- 
mises referred. to. The great and precious 
promise of the New Covenant, on which 
Mr. Mahan founds his fourth Discourse, is 
this: “ Twill put my laws into their mind, 
and write them in their hearts, and I will 
be to them a God, and they shall be to me 
a people, &c.; and all shall know me, from 
the least to the oreatest; for I will be mer- 
ciful to their unrighteousness, and their sins 
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will I remember no more.” Mr. Mahan 
says, that Christ, here, and in other places, 
promises to believers: “ a confirmed state of 
pure and perfect holiness, such.as is re-, 
quired in the moral law.” ‘The moral law 
requires pure and perfect holiness at the 
present time, and at all ‘times. We must 
then suppose Mr. Mahan’s meaning to be, 
that God here promises perfect holiness to 
believers now, and at all times. But really, 
my brother, how does the text just recited, 
containing the great promise of the New — 
Covenant—how does it show this? Is it | 
certain, that. God’s putting his laws in the - 
minds of his ‘people, and writing them in 
their hearts, is precisely the same thing as 
bringing them to “a confirmed state of 
pure and perfect holiness?’ Is it certain. 
that the law cannot be written in the heart, 
in some degree, when it is not done per- 
fectly ? Is it a thing so evident that it may 
be taken for granted, without any proof, 

that there cannot be real obedience where 

there is not perfect obedience?—some de- 
gree of holiness in those who are not com- 

pletely holy? To me it is manifest, that 

the above-mentioned promise may be ac- 

complished in different degrees. . It is ac- 
complished in a lower degree, when God, 

by his Spirit, brings men to repent, and to 


33. CHRISTIAN PERFECTION. 


render cordial obedience to his law in a 
small measure. It is accomplished in.a 
higher degree, when he brings them to 
render obedience in a larger measure. 
And-it is accomplished in the highest de- 
gree, or perfectly, when he brings them to 
render.an unceasing and perfect obedience. 
And this is only saying, what is true in a 
thousand cases, that a good work may be 
done, or a’ favor conferred in different de- 
grees, and that its being done in one de- 
gree does not necessarily imply that it is 
done in another ‘and higher degree. It 
would seem that no one can mistake. con- 
cerning a matter so plain as this. And yet 
the conclusiveness of much of Mr. Mahan’s 
reasoning turns upon this one point. Take 
the promise above recited, that all shall 
know God from the least to the greatest. 
I ask Mr. Mahan whether this promise has 
ever been completely fulfilled, respecting 
either the children of Israel or any other 
nation? If he says yes, lask, when? If 
he says no, as he doubtless will, then I ask, 
how, on this principle of interpreting the 
promises, he ean vindicate the faithfulness 
of God?. Will he say, although the pro- 
mise has never yet been fulfilled, it: will be 
hereafter? 'Then I ask, why the same 
may not hold in respect to all the texts in 
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which God promises to make his people 
completely holy ? If God may be faithful 
in respect to the promise that a// shall know 
him; because he will fulfil it at a distant, fu- 
ture period, though for thousands of years it 
hasremained unfulfilled, may he not be faith- 
ful in respect to his promise that his people 
shall be made perfect in holiness, if he 
fulfils it to them a few days hence—that is, 
when they are removed to the heavenly 
state—although it may not be fulfilled du- 
ring the short period of the present life ? 
But with respect to the promise of God, 
that the world shall be converted, and all — 
flesh see his salvation, we may take another 
view. It is manifest that the promise, in 
the full extent of its meaning, has not yet 
been accomplished. But has not something 
been done towards its accomplishment ? 
Have not multitudes, in different parts of 
the world, been converted to God? Has 
not the kingdom of Christ been extended 
more and more? , And may not the promise 
that the whole world shall be turned from 
sin, be intended to include not only the final 
event of the universal reign of Christ, but 
all the events of the same kind which are 
introductory. to it, that is, all instances of 
the conversion of sinners, ‘and especially of 
the spread of the gospel in pagan coun- 
3 


34 CHRISTIAN PERFECTION. 


tries? “And, accordingly, may not such a 
promise; like many of the prophecies, have 
a gradual, progressive accomplishment—an 
accomplishment extending through a long 
period of time, and leading on to a com- 
plete fulfilment in the end 2 And if God, 
in his unsearchable wisdom, sees fit to ac- 
complish his word of promise or prediction 
in this way, does it become us to say, either 
that lhe does not accomplish it, or that 
he does not show his faithfulness as 
clearly as if he should ‘accomplish it at 
once? Unless we fall into such a train of 
thought as I have suggested, we shall be 
under the painful necessity of holding, that 
the most precious and glorious promises of 
God respecting the enlargement and pros- 
perity of his kingdom, have not, to this 
day, been accomplished in any respect or in 
any degree—that they have not even begun 
to be fulfilled. pitts ee 
The same remarks apply to the premises 
of the New Covenant respecting the sancti- 
fication of believers. Take the precious | 
promise, that Jesus “shall save his people 
from their sins ;” and look at all believers 
now living. Has Jesus already saved them 
all completely from their sins? Is it true 
that, at the present time, there is no sin, no 
moral] defilement in any of them? Mr. Ma- 
han does by no means believe this. Has 
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the promise, then, been really fulfilled in 
regard to the great body of Christians now 
living? Yes, we say, really fulfilled, 
though not as yet completely fulfilled :— 
really fulfilled, inasmuch as Jesus has be- 
gun to save them from their sins, and given 
them a degree of true holiness:—but not 
completely fulfilled, inasmuch as sin, in 
different degrees, still dwells in them. We 
can take no other view of the subject, unless 
we hold either that the promise remains 
wholly unaccomplished respecting the pre- 
sent race of believers, or else that every 
' true believer is now in a State of sinless per- 
fection. But Mr, Mahan does not hold that 
all believers are now perfect. He considers 
Christians generally as very deficicnt in 
faith and obedience, and presents coimplete 
holiness before them, as an object to be 
sought, not as already obtained. Will he. 
then say, that the precious promise above 
named has not, in any degree, been fulfilled 
respecting them? I think he will rather 
say, whatever may become of his theory, 
that as the gracious Redeemer “ has begun 
a good work in them,” he has begun to save 
them from their sins, and so has, in a mea- 
sure, really-fulfilled the promise. 

‘Take one promise more :—* I will sprin- 
kle clean water upon you, and ye shall be 


36 - CHRISTIAN PERFECTION. 


elean: from all your filthiness and from all 
your idols will I cleanse you.” Let this be 
admitted to relate to all believers. Has it, 
then, been already completely fulfilled in 
respect to every one of them, so that no mo- 
ral pollution remains? Mr. Mahan will 
say, clearly not. ~Has it, then, been really 
fulfilled in any degree? Certainly it has 
been. ‘Their being true Christians implies, 
that God has made them clean in some 
measure ;—that they are really sanctified 
ina degree. Now, who will say, that God 
may not cause his faithfulness to be seen 
and admired in regard to a promise, which 
has already been fulfilled in some degree, 
and to some extent, but is hereafter to have 
a more extensive and more perfect fulfil- 
ment, 

But as this is one of the main points,— 
one of the hinges on which the existing 
controversy turns,—l am not yet ready to 
dismiss it. My wish is, to examine the 
question as to the accomplishment of the 
divine promises which relate to the sancti- 
fication of believers, so thoroughly, that all 
difficulties may, as far as possible, be re- 
moved, and that we may have no occasion 
to dwell on the subject again. 

Come then, my brother, let us reason to- 
gether a little farther on the subject before 


F ue My 
‘ pp Sia ' 3 BI ail a! 


WOODS’ REPLY TO MAHAN, 37 


us. In what manner are we to understand 
the promises and declarations of God which 
you have so often quoted, in regard to the 
time of their complete fulfilment? We 
agree what the promises are;and what. a 
complete accomplishment implies. And we 
agree that they will, first or last, be com- 
pletely accomplished: 'The great, and, it 
would seem, the. only inquiry remaining re- 
spects the ¢ime of such accomplishment. 
To this let us give our undivided attention. 

I understand your position to be, that the 
divine promises and declarations clearly im- 
ply, that believers will be sanctified com- 
pletely during the progress of the present 
life. Butis this position tenable? When 
the Scripture declares, that Jesus shall save 
his people from their sins, it certainly does 
not expressly declare when he will do it. 
In what way, then, do you ascertain the 
time when? "The apostle says, that “ Christ 
loved the church and gave himself for it, 
that he might sanctify and cleanse it—and 
that he might present it to himself a glorious 
church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any 
such thing, but that it might be holy and 
without blemish.” But he certainly does 
not tell us, in the passage itself, that Christ 
will accomplish all this for the whole church 

rst 
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during the present state,—that he does now, 
in this life, actually present the whole body 
of believers to himself without spot or 
blemish. If, then, you prove this to-be the 
meaning of the passage, you must do it by 
other considerations. he apostle, in ano- ' 
ther passage, says, that “Christ gave him- 
self for us, that he might redeem us from all 
iniquity. ” But he certainly does not say, 
in the passage itself, that Christ will do all 
this for us during our continuance im this 
world. I must therefore ask again, by what 
other considerations do you make it out, 
that this is ¢he proper meaning of the pas- 
sage? J agree with you that in the New 
Covenant, God promises to give to his peo- 
ple all that he requires of them in his law. 
This was a principle which Augustine often 
advanced, and to which he attached creat 
importance. Multitudes from that day to 
this have done the same. Indeed, this sen- 
timent is virtually held by all devout Chris- 
tians. It is wrought as an element into 
their faith and their prayers. But does this 
precious promise of the New Covenant 
mean, that God will work in them a com- 
plete conformity with his law, while they 
are passing through the present world? 
It is evident from what you have pub- 
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lished,* that you consider this to be the 
proper meaning of the promise, and you 
often and very plainly signify, that unless 
believers are completely sanctified in the 
present life, the promise fails. But how 
does this appear? Because a promise is 
not fully accomplished at a particular time, 
does it follow that it is never accomplished 2 
Much depends on this inquiry; and I pray 
you not to pass over it hastily. A promise 
was early made that a Saviour should come; 
but thousands of years passed away, and he 
did not come. Did the promise therefore 
fail of its accomplishment? God made a 
promise to Abraham, that he would give to 
his seed the Jand of Canaan for an inheri- 
tance. Can we-say that God did not fulfil 
this promise, because he deferred the fulfil- 
ment for so many hundred years? God 
has promised to deliver his people from all 
iniquity and to make them perfectly holy. 
And suppose that, in the end, he perfectly 
fulfils it. Does he fail to fulfil it, because 
he does not fulfilit sooner? Itrust that my 
dear brother, with whom I am so freely dis- 
cussing this subject, will, after a few days 
more, be so happy as to be admitted into the 


* See Repository for Oct. 1840, p. 410, and elsewhere, 
and many passages in the Discourses. 
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heavenly world, and there be freed forever 
from all moral evil, and, through divine 
‘grace, made perfectly holy. And suppose 
he then looks from that blessed world upon 
the present state; and suppose that, in the 
light of heaven, he sees (what he may not 
now always see) that he was, all the way 
through life, liable to mistakes; and that, 
in his best frames, he had some remains of 
sin,—but was at length delivered from it, 
and made meet for the inheritance of the 
saints in light. Will he say, that God 
failed to accomplish his promise, because 
he did not accomplish it sooner? Ifa thing 
is finally done, can any one say it is not 
done, because it was not done before? If 
we see hereafter that, according to the di- 
vine promise, the knowledge of God fills 
the earth, and the whole world is convert- 
ed, shall’ we then say the promise has failed 
because so long atime passed away before 
it was carried into full effect ? 

Just look at the principle brought into. 
view, 2 Pet. 3: 3,4,8,9. The apostle first 
says, that “in the last days there shall be 
scoffers, walking after their own lusts, and 

saying, where is the promise of his com- 

ing? For since the fathers fell asleep, 
all thing's continue as they were from the 
beginning of the creation.” 
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From the long delay of Christ’s coming, 
those scoffers took occasion to call in ques- 
tion the certainty of the event, and the truth 
of the promise. With direct reference to 
this, the apostle introduces the same prin- 
ciple as that above alluded to, and says: 
* Beloved, be not ignorant of this one thing, 
that one day is with the Lord as a thousand 
years, and a thousand years as one day. 

“The Lord is not slack concerning his pro- 
Mise, as some men count slackness, but is 
long-suffering,” etc. He delays the fulfil- 
ment of his promise, not from slackness, as 
some suppose, but for wise and benevolent 
ends. Now, when you say, or imply, that 
the promise of God, to. redeem his people 
from all iniquity and make them perfectly 
holy, requires that he should do all this 
during the period of the present life; do 
you not overlook the principle, which the 
apostle represents as so highly important, 
and so well adapted to solve the difficulty 
he had to encounter? God has promised 
to bestow upon his people the grace of per- 
fect sanctification. But, according to the 
common belief of the Christian church, they 
are, through all the days of their life, sanc- 
tified only im part. And will you, on this 
account, say, where is the promise of his 
grace? If you do, I answer you in the 
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words of the apostle: “ Beloved, be not 
ignorant of this one thing, that one day is 
with the Lord as a thousand years, and a 
thousand years as one day. The Lord is 
not slack,’—he does not forget his promise 
to redeem his people from all iniquity, be- 
cause he.takes time for it. ‘The difference 
between a day and a thousand years is no- 
thing with the Lord. What is to be is, 
with him, as though it were now. If he 
accomplishes the promise in future time, he 
is as faithful and true as though he did it 
to-day. If Christians find themselves per- 
fectly holy when they enter heaven, they 
will most surely acknowledge and admire 
the goodness and faithfulness of God in 
completely fulfilling his gracious promise, 
though they will remember that, through 
all the days and years of this imperfect life, 
they had to struggle against “ the law of sin 
in their members.” 

You see how the matter stands. And I 
must beseech you, my brother, no longer to 
argue, from the faithfulness of God in re- 
card to his promises, that he must com- 
pletely sanctify his people during any part 
of the present life; inasmuch as his faith- 
fulness will: be fully vindicated, and will 
shine forth with infinite glory, when it is 
made manifest in heaven, that the gracious 
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work has at lencth been finished. Never, 
then, suffer the thought to enter your mind, 
that we do not consider the promises as 
precious as you do, or that we do not as 
confidently expect their fulfilment. 

I now press the inquiry, whether the 
divine promises, when rightly understood, 
afford any support to your favorite doc: 
trine? And as this is a point on which so 
much depends in the discussion, let us not 
be weary in examining it thoroughly. Let 
us view it on all, sides with the closest at- 
tention, so that we may, if possible, be sure 
to guard against error, and to find the truth. 
‘The ‘truth.is incomparably precious, and is 
worthy to be searched for with untiring zeal. 
And if we happen, in any respect, to pass 
over the same ground again, let us do it 
with increased watch fulness and care. 

You have quoted many of the gracious 
promises which God has made as to the 
entire deliverance of believers from sin. 
Suppose now, my brother, I quote the same 
promises, and say, these promises plainly 
imply, that God will.completely sanctify his 
people as soon as they believe. Suppose I 
say; here is the promise of God, that 
“ Jesus shall save his people from. their 
sins ;” and this implies that he will com- 
pletely save them from their sins at once, 
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when they become believers; and unless 
he does this, his promise falls to the ground. 
And here we have the declaration of God, 
that Christ came to redeem his people from 
all iniquity ; and this must mean that he 
will redeem them from all iniquity the very 
hour and minute in which they believe in 
him; and if they remain a single hour 
without perfect holiness, the declaration is 
not accomplished, What objection can you 
make to all this? . Will you say, I have no 
right to limit the fulfilment of the divine 
promise or declaration to a single hour or 
minute? Bat why have not las’ good a 
right to give to the divine promise these 
narrow limits, as you have to give it limits 
of a little larger extent? Show me what 
authority you ‘have to say, the promise must 
be fulfilled in a year, or in ten or twenty 
years, or during the present life (which may 
not be half a year), more than I have to say, 
it must be fulfilled the present hour or 
minute. ‘Take time to look at this matter 

earefully ; and then bring forward the rea- 
son why you limit the fulfilling of the pro- 
mise to the few fleeting days of the present 
life, and yet say it is not limited to mane pee: 
sent hour or minute. 


; - 
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PRAYERS FOR PERFECT SANCTIFICATION. 


Mr. Mahan argues much in support of his 
doctrine from the prayers of Christians. 
As to the fact that Christians pray, and pray 
earnestly for complete sanctification, Lagree 
with him. It is,in my view, essential to 
the character of true believers, that they 
should sincerely pray, that the blood of 
Christ may cleanse them from all sin, and 
that the God of peace would sanctify them 
wholly. And they do unquestionably desire 
and pray that God would sanctify them 
wholly during the present life, yea, during 
the very day and hour and minute, in 
which they offer up acceptable prayer. And 
one thing more [ hold to be unquestionable, 
that is, that God will certainly, in the high- 
est and best sense, answer their prayers, and 
bestow upon them the precious blessing of 
complete sanctification; yea, will do ex- 
ceeding abundantly above all that they ask 
er think. Mr. Mahan. (Discourses, p. 35) 
repeats the words of John: “'This is the 
confidence we have in him, that if we ask 
any thing according to his will, he heareth 
us ;—and whatsoever we ask, we have the 
petitions that we desired of him.” He then 
adds: “Have we not here positive proof, 
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that when we pray in faith for perfect holi- 
ness, that blessing will be bestowed upon 
us?” I answer, yes; it will certainly be 
bestowed. But when? He thinks it must 
be during the progress of the present life. 
But why such large limits? Why not 
during the present hour? How can he 
prove that God will so answer our prayers, 
as to accomplish the whole work of sancti- 
fication during the period of this life, any 
more than I can prove that he will accom- 
plish it during the present hour? He ap- 
peals to the reader, and says: “Is it possible 
for us to believe, that Christ himself prayed, 
and taught his disciples to pray, and that 
the Holy Spirit inspired apostles and saints 
to pray for a blessing, which the Scriptures 
require us to believe God will not bestow 
upon his people?” I answer, it would be 
strange indeed, if any one should believe 
this. But what has this to do with the point 
at issue ? For admitting, as all do, that God 
will certainly give the saints the perfect 
sanctification which they pray for, the ques- 
tion in debate still remains; that is, when 
will God do it? The invaluable gift of 


perfect holiness will be: truly bestowed, if 


bestowed at all. And the prayers which 

Christians so uften and so earnestly offer up 

for this blessing, will be as really and fully 
i 


, 
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answered, if answered at a later period, as 
if answered earlier. "he patriarchs longed 
and prayed for the coming of the Messiah. 
And were net their prayers as really an- 
swered by his coming after so long a time, 
as if he had come before? God has pro- 
mised to answer the humble, confiding, 
importunate prayers ef his children; and 
he certainly will answer them. Heaven 
and earth shall pass away sooner than one 
of his promises shall fail. This is our full 
belief; though Mr. Mahan charges us with 
affirming that we ought to offer up prayer 
for complete sanctification, “with the cer- 
tain expectation of not receiving the bless- 
ing.” {is a mistaken charge. Our cer- 
tain expectation is, that we shall receive 
the blessing. But while we believe that 
God certainly answers the prayers of his 
children, we do not forget that he does it at 
the time, and in the manner which he sees 
to be best. Sometimes he answers their 
prayers immediately, and the blessing comes 
while they are yet speaking. Sometimes 
he grants them precious blessings, even be- 
fore their prayers are offered up. Some- 
times (as in the case of Paul, 2 Cor. 12) he 
withholds the particular good sought, and 
grants another of equal or superior value. 
Sometimes he begins to answer prayer soon, 
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but gives not a full answer for a long time. 
For example; in all past ages his people 
have offered up the prayer dictated by 
Christ: “ Thy kingdom come; thy will be 
done on earth as it is done in heaven.” 
His kingdom has come to some extent, but 
not generally. His will has beem done 
truly, but hitherto very imperfectly. We 
however look for the time when the prayer 
will be more fully answered in the univer- 
sal prevalence of love and obedience. God 
sees this way of answering prayer to be the 
wisest and best. And when we come to be 
competent judges, we shall see it.to be so 
too. And Mr. Mahan seems to have brought 
himself, unawares, into contact with the 
same view of the subject (see Disc. pp. 32, 
33). He represents the two petitions above- 
mentioned as containing a pledge that the 
events shall take place. But have they 
taken place to the full extent of these peti- 
tions ? Has the kingdom of God fully come, 
and his will been done on earth as in 
heaven? Mr. Mahan says, “ we have the 
pledge of Christ that they shall be granted, 
when asked in faith.” Have they not been 
asked in faith ? Did no one of the apostles 
or primitive Christians ask them in faith ? 
Has no Christian, from the time when Je- 
sus dictated the prayer to the present day, 
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olfered it up in faith? Has not Mr. Mahan, 
or Mr. Fitch, or Mr. Finney, or some other 
good man, offered up this prayer in faith ? 
And yet we see it not yet fully answered. 
What then has become of the pledge, “ that 
it shall be granted when asked in faith ?” 
Do these writers mean, that these petitions, 
when offered in faith, shall be answered. 
emmediately 2? If so, ‘then they must be 
driven to the painful conclusion, that nei- 
ther they themselves, nor any other Chris- 
tians have ever offered them up in faith. 
But we have been led to suppose, from their 
representations, that they would doubt al- 
most any thing sooner than they would 
doubt the reality and strength of their own 
faith. And as they are doubtless confident 
that they have thus prayed, and confident 
too that God heareth them, “and that they 
have the petitions which they have desired 
of him ;” why do they not come forward 
boldly, and say : ‘‘God’s kingdom is come, 
and his will ¢s done on earth asin heaven.” 
We have prayed in faith for this; and God 
has not failed to answer our prayers. We 
prayed for this some time ago; and God 
has not delayed to answer our prayers. 
He has answered them; and “we have the 
petitions we desired of him.” And what- 
ever may be appearances to the contrary, 
A* 
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his kingdom certainly has come, and his 
will is now done on earth as in heaven. 
Yes, it must be so; for God has heard us. 
And though the eye of sense cannot see it, 
the eye of faith must see, that the world is 
now filled with the knowledge of God ; that 
his will is perfectly obeyed by the whole 
human family, and the earth converted into 
a paradise.” What hinders them from say- 
ing this? They mus¢ say it; or they must 
say they have never prayed i in faith for the 
coming of Christ’s kingdom; or they must 
say, God does not answer prayer; or else 
they must adopt the principle which I have 
endeavored to defend; namely, that God 
often extends his answer to prayer over 
hundreds, and even thousands of years, ac- 
complishing the inestimable good desired 
gradually ; bestowing the blessing for 
which his people pray, in an increasing 
measure ; and, in the end, bringing about 
a result, which will display clearly and glo- 
riously, his unfailing faithfulness, in ‘the 
complete fulfilment of his promise fo an- 
swer prayer. lf they adopt this principle, 
and apply it to the case in hand, they can 
no longer argue in support of their peculiar 
doctrine respecting perfection, from the 
prayers which Christians offer up for com- 
plete holiness, or from the certainty that 
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God will answer their prayers. - The Bible 
teaches that Christians ought to pray and 
do pray for perfect sanctification, and that 
God will answer their prayers, and grant 
the blessing they pray for. But where does 
the Bible authorize us to take the other 
step, and limit the time when God must 
give the answer, to the present day, or the 
present year, or to any part of the present 
life ? | 

Mr. Mahan (Disc. p. 33) quotes the prayer 
of Christ, that all believers “ may be one,” 
and “*may be made perfect in one.” He 
says, ‘the union here prayed for is a union 
of perfect love ;” which I think very obvi- 
ous. He then argues, that this love will 
exist-among believers, or that Christ prayed 
for what God will not bestow. ‘The latter 
he does not for a moment admit. Of course 
he holds that this “union of perfect love 
will exist among believers.” Will exist ! 
Task you, when? You doubtless remem- 
ber that Christ offered up this prayer eigh- 
teen hundred years ago. And now, after 
fifty generations, you say, the prayer will 
be answered, and that perfect love “ will 
exist among believers!” Pray, my dear 
brother, why don’t you say, it has been 
answered,—that union of perfect love, for 
which Jesus prayed, has existed ever since 
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Christ offered up the prayer, and does now 
exist 2 As to the prayers of common Chris- 
tians, you may say, there is a deficiency ;— 
they are wanting in faith, or in fervor. But 
you cannot say this of the prayer of Jesus. 
It was a prayer entirely, and in the highest 
degree, pleasing to God. Do you say, God 
fas answered it? No. You say, he will 
answer it. And thus ee virtually acknow- 
ledge that the faithfulness of God, in an- 
Swering prayer, did not require him fully to 
answer the prayer even of Jesus, during his 
Jife, or during the life of fifty generations 
of his followers. You virtually acknow- 
ledge, that God may be truly said to hear 
and answer prayer, even the prayer of his 
beloved Son, though he does not fully grant 
the blessing desired for thousands of years. 
On what pretence then can you any longer 
maintain, that God cannot properly be said 
to answer the prayers of believers for per- 
fect holiness, unless he makes them per- 
fectly holy at the present time, or, at farthest, 
during some part of the present life ? 

One word more on this point. Prayer 
for any good plainly implies that the good 
is not already obtained. For if obtained, 
why should it be prayed for? The prayers 
of prophets and apostles for their own com- ~ 
plete sanctification, or that of others, had a 
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manifest reference to a future good, a bless- 
ing not yet received. Jesus prayed thus for 
his disciples: ‘“ Sanctify them through thy 
truth.” They had been sanctified in part. 
What Jesus prayed for was, that they might 
be sanctified in a higher degree, yea, com- 
pletely ; a blessing which he looked upon 
as future. So the apostle prays for believers 
at I‘hessalonica: “the Lord make you to 
increase and abound in love.” ‘Their love 
existed in an imperfect degree, and needed 
increase. He prayed, too, that the Lord 
would establish their hearts “ unblameable 
in holiness before God, at the coming of the 
Lord Jesus Christ with all his saints.” He 
prayed for a future good, and he fixed his 
eye upon the second coming of Christ, as 
the time when it was to be completely ac- 
complished. Again, he prayed for believers, 
“that God would fulfil in them all the good 
pleasure of his goodness, and make them 
perfect in every good work,” always imply- 
. Ing, that the blessing prayed for had not yet 
been fully. obtained. And does not every 
Christian feel this to be the case, when he 
hungers and thirsts for righteousness, and 
cries 5 earnestly to God for complete sancti- 
fication? Not long since, Iheard, with great 
delight, the fervent prayers of my brother 
Mahan, for the entire subjection of all the 
powers of the soul to Christ,—for entire 
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sanctification. Doubtless he prays in» the 
same manner still. And when he thus 
prays, he doubtless looks upon perfect holi- 
ness as a blessing to be bestowed upon him 
by the grace of God, notas already bestowed. 
For if already bestowed, it should be made 
the subject not of petition, but of thanksgiv- 
ing. And in thatcase, [should expectthat my 
brother, instead of crying to God and wrest- 
ling with God for perfect holiness of heart 
and life, would stand forth with devout con- 
fidence, and say: God, I thank thee. that 
Lf am perfectly free from sin, and perfectly 
conformed to the holy wage of Christ. 
But does he pray thus? And would he 
like to hear any other man pray thus? No. 
Whatever may be the speculative notions 
of true believers, when they come before a 
holy, heart-searching God in prayer, they 
will follow the promptings of their own — 
humble, contrite spirits, and will beseech 
God to cleanse them from all sin, and make 
them perfect in holiness. And, however 
advanced they may be in the divine life, 
they will continue to pray thus as long as 
they live, always feeling, as the apostle: did, 
that they are “not already perfect,” and 
always reaching after it, and beseeching the 
God of all grace to bestow the long desired 
and precious blessing upon them in all its 
fulness. 
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In a review of the ground over which I 
have passed, I request Mr. Mahan, and every 
other advocate of “the doctrine of perfec- 
tion,” seriously to consider whether they 
have not, however unintentionally, claimed, 
or seemed to claim, various important prin- 
ciples as peculiar to them, which are equally 
held by evangelical ministers and Christians 
generally ; whether they have not in this 
way made a wrong impression upon the less 
intelligent and less cautious members of the 
religious community; and whether they 
have not thus been laboring to establish and 
propagate their opinions by means which 
are evidently wanting, I would not say in 
honesty, but in candor and fairness. And 
I very cheerfully leave: them, and all who 
read these pages, to judge, whether any valid 
argument in support of “the doctrine of 
perfection” can be drawn from any of those 
points. which I have examined; that is, from 
the provisions of the gospel, from the attain- 
ableness of perfection, or from the promises 
of God, or the prayers of his people. The 
arguments which Mr. Mahan derives from 
these considerations are the principal argu- 
ments on which he rests the truth of his 
system. But1am greatly mistaken if these 
principal arguments of his do not prove to 
be altogether inconclusive. And I shall 
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be greatly disappointed if my respected 
brethren, who have recently advocated the 
doctrine of perfection, do not feel them- 
selves bound in truth to abstain from any 
farther attempt to uphold their scheme 
by the arguments which have here been 
noticed. 

_ Before proceeding to other points, I must 
also request Mr. Mahan, and every reader, 
to observe, that, so far as any of the above- 
mentioned arguments prove that complete 
holiness is attained by any believers in the 
present life, they prove that it is attained 
by all believers. ‘There is not the least in- 
timation in the Scriptures, that the rich 
provisions of the gospel are made for a part 
of God’s people, more than for all of them; 
or that perfection is more attainable to some 
than to others ; or that the divine promises 
or the prayers of believers respecting sanc- 
tification will be carried into full effect in 
some and not in others. Let this be well 
considered and remembered. It will cer- 
tainly come out in the end, that the advo- 
cates of “ Perfection” must give up the ar- 
guments just referred to, or, to be at all con- 
sistent, they must have the courage to main- 
tain that all believers are perfectly sanctified 
in this life. ‘They cannot, without palpable 
inconsistency, stay where they are, heir 
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ewn arguments, so far as they have already 
been considered, will unavoidably thrust 
them from their present position. They 
cannot, by any of these arguments, show 
that a select few are completely sanctified, 
without proving, at the same time, that this 
is the case with all Christians. But I shall 
have occasion to advert to this point more 
particularly in the ‘course of the following 
discussion. 


THE MAIN QUESTION AT ISSUE. 


It is somewhat. remarkable that men of 
sense, who are engaged in a controversy, 
should not be agreed as to the real question 
in debate. What! Do not disputants them- 
selves know what they are disputing about? 
Mr. Mahan thinks the question between the 
advocates and opposers of the doctrine of 
Perfection,” has been misapprehended and 
misstated. And in -the following passage 
(Bib. Repos. p. 409), he undertakes to state 
it clearly and definitely. 'The question is, 
he says, “ Whether we may now, during 
the progress of the present life, attain to 
entire perfection in holiness, and whether 
it 1s proper for us to indulge the anticipa- 
tion of making such attainments. One 
part of the church affirm, that the perfect 

5 


5S CHRISTIAN PERFECTION, 


obedience which God requires of us, we 
may render to him. ‘The other affirm that 
itis criminal for. us to expect to render 
that obedience. One part affirm, that we 
ought to aim at entire perfection in holiness, 
with the expectation of attaining to that 
state. ‘The other part affirm, that we ought 
to aim at the same perfection, with the cer- 
tain expectation of not attaining to it. On 
the one hand, it is affirmed that we ought 
to pray that the very God of peace will sanc- 
tify us wholly; and preserve our whole 
spirit, and soul, and body, blameless unto 
the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, with 
the expectation that God will answer our 
prayers by the bestowment of that very 
blessing. On the other hand, it is affirmed 
that we ought to put up that identical 
prayer, with the certain expectation of not 
receiving the blessing we desire. On the 
one hand, it is affirmed that grace is provid- 
ed in the gospel to render the Christian, 
even in this life, perfect in every good work 
to do the will of God. On the other hand, 
itis affirmed that no such grace is provided.” 

Mr. Mahan calls the question above stated 
a “simple question ;” whereas it is very 
complex, being made up of different points, 
some of which are still compounds, consist- 
ing partly of matters in dispute, and partly 
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of matters not. in aha This will be 
evident if we analyze the passage. He first 
states the question thus: “ Whether we may 
now, during the progress of the present 
life, attain to entire perfection in holiness, 
and whether it is proper for us to indulge 
the anticipation of making such attain- 
ments.” Here are two distinct questions, 
one of which, as I have explained it, we 
answer in the affirmative, the other in the 
negative. ‘There is a sense, and an import- 
ant sense, in which Christians might 
attain to perfection in this life’; that is, they 
might attain to it, if they would do ‘what 
they ought,—if they would rightly use all 
their powers and faculties of mind, and all 
their means and privileges ;—so that their 
not attaining it, is their own fault. Weare 
accustomed to say that any object is attain- 
able, if it may be’ attained on these condi- 
tions; although it never is attained ; and 
So we answer the first question in the affir- 
mative. ‘The next question is, “ Whether 
itis proper for us to indulge the anticipa- 
tion of making such attainments ?” 1. e. in 
the present life. ‘This we answer in the 
negative. For unless there is evidence that 
good men have attained or will attain to 
perfection in the present life, no one can pro- 
_perly indulge the expectation. These 
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two questions Mr. Mahan puts together into 
one, and then speaks of it as a simple ques- 
tion, and the question in debate; whereas 
it is “nol simple, and only a part of it is in 
debate. This mode of proceeding, instead 
of conducing to the end of free inquiry, 
certainly tends to throw confusion into the 
whole dscussion. 

The same is true of the other parts of the 
passage above quoted. After the general 
statement just noticed, Mr. Mahan goes on 
to exhibit the point at issue in various par- 
ticulars, and most if not all of these, like 
the general statement above mentioned, are 
made up of two points, to one of which we 
assent, to the other we donot. He says: 
*“ One part? — those who agree with him,— 
“affirm, that the perfect ‘obedience which 
God requires, we may render to him.” But 
in the sense above given, we hold tothis as 
much as they. ‘ The other part aflirm that 
it is criminal for us to expect to render that 
obedience.” I wonder he should dress up 
our opinion in such startling language,— 
language which we never use, and which 
it is wrong for him to use. Why did he 
not say: the other part affirm that it is not 
proper for us to expect to render that obe- 
dience. As to this, we do differ from him. 
He proceeds to state the point in another 
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form. ‘One part affirm that we ought to 
aim at perfection in holiness, with the ex- 
pectation of attaining to it. The other part 
affirm that we ought to aim at it with the 
certain expectation of not attaining to it.” 
Here again are two points. As to the first, 
that “ we ought to aim at perfection in ho- 
liness,” we agree with him, As to the other 
point, the expectation of attaining to it, we 
differ, if, as he intends, the expectation looks 
to the present life merely. Justice requires 
that it should be kept in mind, that, accord- 
ing to the common doctrine, all believers do 
expect ultimately to attain perfect holiness. 
Again, he says: “On the one hand, it is 
affirmed that we ought to pray that the God 
of peace will sanctify us wholly, etc., with 
the expectation that he will auswer our 
prayers by the bestowment of that very 
blessing ; on the other hand,” that we ought 
to pray for perfect sanctification, “ with the 
certain expectation of not receiving” it. 
This statement, like the others, fails of pre- 
senting fairly ‘the point in debate. We 
affirm that we ought to pray God to sanc- 
tify us wholly, and to do it with the expec- 
tation that he will, at no distant period, be- 
stow the very blessing we ask. But as to 
expecting the blessing to be fully granted 
in the present life, we differ from the advo- 
5* 
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cates of perfection. Once more, he says: 
“ On the one hand, it is affirmed that grace 
is provided,” to render Christians, “even in 
this life, perfect in every good work.” “On 
the other hand, it is affirmed that no such 
grace 1s provided, ” his is certainly a 


sroundless charge; for we all hold, as much — 


as Mr. Mahan, that the grace provided and 


revealed in the gospel is all-sufficient and 


boundless, and that the present imperfection 
of believers i is owing altogether to their own 
fault. 

Mr. Mahan says, a little after: “The 
question is entirely distinct from the ques- 
tion, What attainments do Christians actual- 


a 


ly make?” 1 hardly know why he should 


say this, when, on the same page, he makes 
it one of the three questions connected with 
the nature and extent of the promises, whe- 
ther “‘any have attained or will attain to 
entire sanctification in this life,” and when 


it is so manifest, in many places, that the . 


other points he discusses are meant to bear 
directly upon this, and to end in it. He 
shows, very clearly, what is the main point 
as it lies in his own mind, when he says 
(Disc. p. 97): “On the supposition,” that 
perfect holiness is not actuallly attained in 
this life, “ how can the position be sustained 
that it is attainable 2?” ‘That is, he thinks 
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it not atiainable, if Christians do, in fact, 
fail of attaining it. After all this, with what 
reason can he : say, that the question, in de- 
bate is entirely distinct from the question 
respecting the actual attainments of Chris- 
tians? Did he think this last point attend- 
ed with some special disadvantages, and did 
he, on that account, prefer, as a matter of 
reasoning, to keep it rather out of sight, and 
to give prominence to those points, which 
‘could be made more plausible? However 
this may be, intelligent readers will see, that 
the chief point at issue really is, whether 
Christians doin fact attain to perfect sanc- 
tification during the present life. And 
how can Mr. Mahan refuse to recognize this 
as the main point at issue, if we choose to 
make it so, and agree with him as to the 
other leading points 2 Surely he would 
not compel us to dispute with him about 
the extent of the provisions and promises of 
the gospel, or the attainableness of complete 
holiness, or the duty of praying for it, when 
we profess to have as large views on these 
points as he has. If the advocates for the 
doctrine of perfection can fairly and conclu- 
Sively prove, that any Christians actually 
atiain to sinless perfection during the pre- 
sent life, the common doctrine is over- 
thrown, and the controversy is determined 
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in their favor. But if they fail of showing 
this, all they can prove respecting other 
points, will avail nothing. And Mr. Mahan 
himself shows, in many ways, that he does, 
after all, regard it in this light, and that he 
values most of his other arguments on ac- 
count of their supposed relation to this. 
_ The question whether Christians are to 
expect perfect sanctification in this life, of 
which Mr. Mahan so often speaks, evidently 
depends on the question, whether there is 
evidence that any have attained or will attain 
to it.. And we have seen that no such evi- 
dence can be derived from any of the topics 
of argument already examined. We are 
now to inquire, whether there is other evi- 
dence of this. 7 


DO ANY BELIEVERS ATTAIN TO COMPLETE 
HOLINESS IN THE PRESENT LIFE? 


Mr. Mahan says: “ There is positive evi- 
dence that some did attain to a state of en-. 
tire sanctification.” (Disc. p. 38.) The 
texts he produces are Gal. 2: 20; 1 Thess. 
2:10; 1 Cor. 4:4; Acts 20: 26; Phil. 4: 
9,3: 73.1 Cor. 11: 1; 1 John ‘3: 20, 4:47, 
18; Rev. 14:4, 5; Is. 6:5—8. He might 
have added 1 John 1: 7, 9, 2: 5, 3: 3, 9; and 
many others. 

Now the Bible is a very precious book, 
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and is worthy of being studied with the. ut- 
most care. Mr. Mahan is sensible of this, 
and, in various instances, shows that he is 
not disposed to adopt that sense of a passage 
which first offers itself to the mind of the 
reader, but thinks it proper and necessary to 
look into the context, to compare different 
parts of Scripture, and to examine all the 
circumstances of the case, in order to dis- 
cover the exact meaning which the sacred 
writers had in their own minds, and which 
they intended to convey to others. And al- 
though liable to err in the results of his in- 
quiries, he is certainly right in thinking, 
that we cannot always determine the true 
meaning of particular texts, by the sound 
or even. the sense of the words, taken by 
themselves, and that we are often unable to 
come to a just and satisfactory conclusion, 
without a careful, patient and even protract- 
ed examination. 

According to this just principle, the texts 
which seem, at first view, to assert or im- 
ply that believers attain to complete holi- 
ness in the present life, must be thoroughly 
examined, and their true meaning deter- 
mined. And here it should be remembered, 
that the prophets and apostles wrote in a 
very free, unembarrassed and artless man- 
ner. ‘Their object was not to settle the dis- 
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putes which have been got up by specula- 
ting, adventurous minds, but to give import- 
ant instruction to men of teachable and 
honest hearts. ‘Their manner of writing 
is indeed such, that an advocate of Univer- 
salisna, or Socinianism, or almost any other 
error, may find texts, which, taken alone, 
will appear in his favor. ‘The advocates 


of the doctrine of “ Perfection,” which I 


believe to be an error, argue very plausibly 
in support of their doctrine from a variety 
of passages, construed ina particular way. 
There are even more texts than they have 
mentioned, which may appear to favor 
their cause. They argue from the passages 


which set forth the provisions and promises | 


of the gospel, and the prayers of believers. 
‘These passages, understood as they possi- 


bly may be, would seem to countenance the; 
doctrine of perfection. But we must in- 


quire, whether, on a fair examination, we 
can understand the passages in this way, 
consistently with other parts of the Bible, 
and with well known facts. The texts 
which Mr. Mahan quotes, and others which 
he might quote, 7f taken by themselves, 
and understood in the highest and most 
absolute sense, would clearly prove that at 
least some believers attain to perfect holi- 
ness in this life. Job wasa perfect and 
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upright n man. Some are said to have fol- 
lowed the Lord wholly. God planted Israel 
wholly a right seed. Some walked in all 
the commandments and ordinances of God 
blameless. 'The blood of Christ cleanseth 
from all sin. 'The apostles behaved them- 
selves holily, and justly, and unblameably, 
and exhorted others to copy their example. 
“A bishop must be blameless :” “ Let as 
many as be perfect, be thus minded.” “ Ye 
are complete in Christ.” Paul and others 
followed Christ, and were crucified with 
Christ. Paul was free from the blood of 
allmen. John speaks of those whose love 
was perfect, and whose hearts did not con- 
demn them ; and in the Apocalypse, he says 
of the hundred and forty and four thousand, 
that in their mouth is found no guile, and 
that they are wihout fault before the ais: 
of God. 

Now, the question is, What is the true 
meaning of these and other like texts? Are 
they to be taken in the highest and most 
absolute sense, or in a qualified sense? On 
the determination of this question the con-. 
troversy chiefly depends. 

First, then, I inquire how the sacred wri- 
ters, in other cases, employ terms like those. 
contained in these texts. And I soon find 
that they often employ them ina qualified, 
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restricted sense. ‘Thus, it is said that 
Joshua took che: ahah and of Canaan ; 


_ though some parts still remained in the 


hands of the native tribes.  'Phe meaning 


doubtless is, that no considerable parts re- . 


mained unsubdued, and that he proceeded, 
without molestation, to divide the land 
among the Israelites. It is said Judah was 
wholly carried away captive, though a small 
remnant continued in the land. “ Jerusa- 
fem, and all Judea, and the region round 
about Jordan, went out to John and were 
baptized of him,” which means that there 
was a general or very extensive gathering 
of the people to him. Paul said: “ All 
seek their own,” although there were ex- 
ceptions. Jeremiah says of the people: 

“They are al/adulterers.” Solomon says: 

“ All things come alike to all.” And it is 
repeatedly. said, that “ all flesh shall be 
saved.” [ find, then, that the sacred wri- 
ters often use expressions of this kind ina 
comparative sense, or in a sense that is in 
some other way restricted. And what is 
more natural than to ask, whether it may 
not be so with the texts which seem favor- 
able to the doctrine of “ Perfection.” How 
do we know that those texts are meant to 
be understood in the highest and most ab- 
solute sense, when other texts, containing 
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similar expressions, are necessarily under- 
stood in a limited sense? 

* Bat I proceed with the inquiry, and I 
find that some of the very texts which seem 
most favorable to the doctrine of “ Perfec- 
tion,” are unquestionably to be taken in a 
qualified sense. And here I cannot but 
think that Mr. Mahan will agree with me. 
Job was a perfect man, and yet he showed 
plainly enough that he was not without 
faults. It is said of David that he followed 
the Lord wholly, except in the matter of 
Uriah. But his history and his confessions 
leave us in no doubt that he was chargeable 
with other sins, especially sins of heart. 
God planted Israel wholly a right seed. But 
it must, be evident to all, that this expressed 
their character only in a comparative and 
very limited sense. “ A bishop must be 
blameless.” But neither Mr. Mahan, nor 
any of his associates, can think it essential 
to the character of a gospel minister, that 
he should be absolutely sinless. Paul said 
to the Colossians: “ Ye are complete in 
Christ.” But his epistle to them shows 
that he did not think them entirely with- 
out sin. - 

I come then to this result: As a limited 
sense clearly belongs to some of the pas- 
sages which seem, at first view, to favor 
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the doctrine of “ Perfection,” it is quite 

possible it may belong to oéhers, and it 
would be going too fast and too far, to de- 
cide at once, that any of that class of texts 
must be taken in the highest and most ab- 
solute sense. 

In the next step of my inquiry, I fix my 
thoughts directly upon several of the texts 
which seem, at first view, most favorable to 
the doctrine of “ Perfection.” 'The texts I 
have in view are of no small moment, and 
I desire Mr. Mahan to join with me ina 
serious and unprejudiced examination of 
them, that we may discover what is the 
mind of the Holy Spirit. 

I would then first ask my brother, whe- 
ther his doctrine implies, that all true be- 
lievers are entirely sanctified, either now, 
or during the present life. I know what 
his answer is; but I propose the question, 
for the purpose of bringing out distinctly 
the exact nature and extent of the doctrine. 
In his publications, Mr. Mahan does often 
enough, and plainly enough, and with too 
much justice, represent the great body of 
true Christians, as deplorably deficient in 
their piety ; and he labors with earnestness, 
to excite them to make higher attainments. 
Indeed he claims complete holiness as a 
privilege enjoyed at present by only a se- 


WOODS’ REPLY TO MAHAN, 71 


lect few, a very small number. I would — 

then invite him to join with me ina careful _ 
examination of a few passages in the first 
Bpistle of John. Let us begin with one of 
the texts which he.quotes: Ch. 1: 6, 7. 
The apostle is here speaking of all true be- 
lievers, whose character it is, not to walk 
in darkness, but to walk in the light. Re- 
ferring to all these children of light, he 
says: “'I‘he blood of Christ cleanseth us 
from all sin.” He now cleanseth us from 
all sin ; for the verb is in the present tense. 
But my brother does not understand it to 
mean that all real Christians are now 
cleansed from all sin, that is, completely 
sanctified ; though he thinks the text some- 
how favorable to his doctrine. But it is 
perfectly clear, that whatever the text asserts 
of any Christians, it asserts of all. Let us 
then come fairly to the point, and inquire, 
what the text really means. Mr. Mahan 
will certainly be under the necessity of find- 
ing out some qualified sense, a sense con- 
sistent with what he regards as the real 
present state of all believers ; for the text 
certainly relates to all. He may perhaps 
say, the blood of Christ provides for the en- 
tire cleansing ofall believers, conditionally ; 
or that it begins the work of cleansing now, 
and secures its complete accomplishment 
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ultimately. In this way or some other 
way, he must give the text a restricted 
sense, a sense different from what would, 
at first glance, be suggested by the words 
themselves, taken alone. He must do the 
same with v. 9, in which the apostle says, 
that, “if we confess our sins,” as all Chris- 
tians do, “ he is faithful and just to forgive 
us our sins, and to cleanse us from all un- 
righteousness.” Doesit mean that he now 
absolutely cleanseth all who confess their 
sins, i. e. the whole body-of believers, from 
all unrighteousness 2? Mr. Mahan will an- 
swer, no. What then can he do, but, in 
some way to limit the sense? Again, ch.. 
2:4, 5, the apostle teaches that every true 
believer keeps the word of God. And then 
he says: “ Whoso keepeth his word, in him 
verily is the love of God perfected ; hereby 
know we that we are in him.” He is evi- 
dently setting forth the character and state, 
not of afew, but of all, who are in Christ. 
Does Mr. Mahan think that the love of God 
is, in his sense, perfect in all true be- 
lievers? No. He thinks it true of only a 
small number. But whatever the apostle. 
here asserts, he asserts equally of every 
true Christian. Will not my brother then 
be compelled to find out some limitations of | 
the sense, so as to make it apply to all true 
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believers? Let him do this, and we shall 
see whether his interpretation of this text 
will not help us to the right interpretation 
of several others of a similar kind. 

“very man that hath this hope in him 
purifieth himself, even as heis pure.” 1 
John 3:3. ‘T'o be pure as Christ is pure is 
a high attainment, and is doubtless the 
Same as is required in the command to be 
perfect as our Father in heaven is perfect. 
I suppose that every Christian does thus 
purify himself; that is, pursues a course of 
purification which will terminate in perfect 
purity. The expression, in my view, de- 
notes, not the particular degree of purifica- . 
tion which the believer has already attained, 
but the gradual process of purification, and 
the perfect purity after which he aspires, 
and to which he will come in the end. As 
his ultimate perfection in moral purity is 
certain, it is spoken of as though it were 
already accomplished ;—a manner of speak- 
ing which often occurs in Scripture. ‘Thus, 
Peter, speaking of his condition in the pre- 
sent life, says: “ Who am an elder, anda 
witness of the sufferings of Christ, and also 
a partaker of the glory that shall be re- 
vealed ;”—a partaker, even now, of that fu- 
ture glory by certain anticipation. But 
how- will Mr. Mahan explain the purity 
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mentioned by the apostle John, so that he 
may predicate it, as the apostle does, of ALL 
Christians, and yet make it. agree with the 
doctrine. he maintains, that only a FEw are 
perfectly pure, while Christians, in general, 
are very far from perfect purity ? If he says 
it means complete purity ; then he cannot 
predicate it of ali Christians, nor of the 
greater part. If he says, it means that de- 
gree, or that gradual process of, purifica- 
tion, which does belong to all true Chris- 
tians, then he comes into the principle of 
limiting the sense. And if he gives'a h- 
mited sense to this text, why not to all the 
other texts which appear to favor his doc- 
trine ? 

But the most striking passage which I 
wish Mr. Mahan to examine is 1 John 3: 9. 
“ Whosoever is born of God doth not com- 
mit sin, for his seed remaineth in him; and 
he cannot sin, because he is born of God.” 
Where, in all the Scriptures, can Mr, Ma- 
han find another text, which seems to assert, 
so clearly and strongly as this, that Chris- 
tians are completely sanctified, absolutely 
sinless? It even declares that they are 

raised above the possibility of sinuing. I 
am the more desirous of turning my ’ bro- 
ther’s attention to this passage, because he 
seems ;somehow, te have overlooked it. This 
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oversight may be thought by some to be a 
matter of wonder, considering that the text, 
understood in the large and absolute sense, 
which Mr. Mahan is so fond of, would bea 
better proof of the complete sanctification of 
believers, in the present life, than any texts 
he has quoted, I had almost said, than all 
he has quoted. The language is exceed- 
ingly plain and forcible. ” Every believer, 
we know, is born of God. And. the text 
asserts, that “whosoever is born of God, 
sinneth not, and cannot sin.” ‘True, if Mr. 
Mahan should introduce it, and argue from 
itasa proof text, it would give him trouble; 
because it would prove a great deal too 
much. It would go far beyond hisscheme. 
Of course, if he should bring it forward, he 
would at once find himself.1 in difficulty, and 
would be obliged to look out for some dimi- 
tations of the sense. But any thing like 
this would hurt his argument. According 
to his way of interpreting other texts, this 
_would certainly prove, that all Christians, 
from the time of their regeneration, are en- 
tirely without sin. But this is what he does 
not yet believe.. He would, therefore, find 
it necessary to qualify the sense, and to say 
that it cannot be understood - absolutely— 
that it can only mean, that those who are 
born of God do not sin habitually, or umpen- 
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tently, as others do,—or, that they cannot 
sin with their whole heart,—or, that they 
cease from sin as far as they are sanctified 
by the Spirit, and will, in the end, cease en- 
tirely. In one way or another, he would 
be obliged to limit the sense, so as to make 
it applicable to all Christians. But if he 
should do this, he would be constantly ex- 
pecting to hear the question: Why not give 
the same limitation to other texts, which 
use language far less emphatical, and 
which will much more easily admit of 
limitations 2. So that, after all; he may 
have done wisely in slipping by the text. 
The query has sometimes arisen in my 
mind, how Mr. Mahan would meet a man, 
who should maintain, on the ground of this 
and some other texts, that aid believers on 
earth are absolutely free from sin, and do 
at once arrive at perfection. Such a man 
might frame his argument thus: “'The 
apostle Paul says of himself and of Chris- 
tians generally, our old man is cracified 
with Christ, that the body of sin might be 
destroyed, that henceforth we should not 
serve sin. And he says of those who are 
thus crucified, that they are freed from 
sin, and are complete in Christ.’ And the 
apostle John says, that the blood of Christ 
cleanseth believers from all sin, and that 
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they purify themselves even as Christ is 
pure. He speaks of this as a general fact ; 
and he says, still more plainly and forcibly, 
that whosoever is born of God, as every 
Christian is, doth not commit sin, and can- 
not sin. Now whyshould Mr. Mahan take 
upon him to contradict the apostles, and to 
hold that any man is a true believer, who 
falls short of complete sanctification? Why 
confine the present attainment of sinless 
perfection to a few extraordinary saints, 
when the infallible Word of God attributes 
it to all believers 2” It would be gratifyin 
to know what reply Mr. Mahan would 
make. 

We will now proceed with our examina- 
tion, making it our object to determine the 
true meaning of the texts which seem most 
favorable to the doctrine of “ Perfection.” 
And here, I think, we must be satisfied, that 
in some of the texts, the language used is 
intended to set.forth the s¢ncerity or up- 
rightness of believers, in distinction from 
hypocrites, and also their freedom from any 
such offences, as would expose their public 
character to discredit, or their piety to sus- 
picion. Job was perfect and upright. 
The two words are doubtless of the same 
general import, denoting real integrity or 
goodness. In several instances, the Psalmist 
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uses the strong language of self-justifica- 
tion, and seems at first view to say, he is 
not chargeable with any sin, when his 
meaning evidently is, that he is innocent 
of the crimes which his enemies laid te his 
charge. Eiven if, at any time, he was not 
conscious of any particular sins, he was 
aware that he was liable to mistake, and 
apprehended that there might still be some 
concealed evil in his heart; and with a view 
to this, he prayed God to search him, and 
see if there was any wicked way in him. 
In some cases, pious men under the former 
dispensation are said to have followed the 
Lord wholly, when the obvious meaning is, 
that they kept themselves from idolatry, and. 
adhered uniformly to the worship of the 
true. God. When the New ‘Testament 
writers speak of perfection, they often re- 
fer to a state of maturity or manhood in 
knowledge or in holiness, in distinction from 
a state of childhood,—a state of advance- 
ment in piety, in distinction from the com- 
mon state of new converts ; aud sometimes 
they refer to the purity and blessedness of 
heaven, which is the high object to which 
all Christians aspire. Butin no case do the 
circumstances require that the language 
employed should be understood to denote 
completé sanctification as actually attain- 
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ed in the present life. Now such being the 
fact, Mr. Mahan surely has reason to hesi- 
tate, and to go into a thorough examination 
of the subject, before he relies upon any of 
the texts which he cites, as proofs of his 
doctrine. 

But it is so indescribably important, to 
obtain a right understanding of the Scrip- 
tures, that we cannot pursue our inquiries 
with too much diligence and care. Let us 
then go forward with our examination, and 
see whether the sacred writers will not, in 
other ways, not yet mentioned, help us to 
determine in what light they looked upon 
Christians in the present life, and how their 
language in the text referred to is to be un- 
derstood. 

Are we not then pany taught, by the 
current representations of the inspired wri- 
ters, that the religion of God's people, 
throughout the present life, is progressive, 
beginning at their conversion, and advanc- 
ing from one degree of holiness to another, 
till they arrive at a state of perfect purity 
and blessedness in heaven? Is not-the de- 
scription, which the apostle gives (1 Cor. 
13) of the progress of believers from partial 
to perfect knowledge, cue applicable to 
their progress in piety? This is plainly 
indicated by the fact that the same apostle 
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expressly requires believers to row in grace; 
as well as in knowledge. Can iit be sup- 
posed that there were any Christians in the 
apostle’s day, who had no need to grow In 
grace, and to whom that precept “did not 
belong? How plainly does the apostle 
show, that he regarded religion as progres- 
sive, by what he says to Christians at Phi- 
lippi :—“ Being confident of this very thing, 
that he who hath begun a good work in 
you, will perform it”—will be performing 
it, or bringing it to a completion, “ until 
the day of Christ.” 'The work of sanctifi- 
cation was begun, and was to be zn @ course 
of accomplishment—was to be finishing 
until the day of Christ, when it would be 
perfected. Sosthe Psalmist viewed it: “I 
shall be satisfied, when I awake, with thy 
likeness.” Had the apostle considered the 
good work as fully accomplished already, 
he would naturally have said :—-Being con- 
fident of this, that He who has begun and 
completed a good work in you, will keep 
you in that state ef complete holiness until 
the day of Christ. But instead of this, he 
represents the finishing of the good work 
as what God was séill to do. In accordance 
with all this, he shortly after prays that — 
their “love may abound yet more ate 
more.” In another place he speaks of all 
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believers as changed into the image of Christ 
from glory to glory. So it is set forth in 
the Old Testament: “The path of the just 
is as the shining light, shining more and 
more to the perfect day. 'The writer to the 
Hebrews exhorts believers. to “ follow holi- 
ness.” Mr. Mahan’ thinks the perfection 
mentioned, Phil.3: 12, is the final state of 
blessedness in heaven. ‘If this is the promi- 
nent sense of the passage,.‘‘ following after” 
it denotes the strenuous efforts he made 
through life, to obtain it, as a future good, 
—efforts like those which a man in a race 
makes to obtain the prize. Now believers, 
in the passage just referred to, in Hebrews, 
are. directed by the same word, to follow 
after holiness,—clearly implying that it is 
not yet fully attained, but is still to be an ob- 
ject of pursuit. [t will be noted, that the 
writer callsthose to whom he wrote, “ holy.” 
They were so, as all believers are, in a 
measure. For them to, follow after holi- 
ness Was to aim at higher measures of it,— 
to aspire to that perfection of holiness, 
which they had not attained.) This was 
enjoined upon all Christians ; showing 
clearly what was in the mind of the inspired 
writer as to their real condition. If there 
had been any who were already perfect in 
holiness, how could they have been directed 
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to follow after it, as an object to be obtained 
by future exertions? The same word is 
used by Paul to Timothy : “ Mellow after 
righteousness, goodness, faith, love, patience, 
meekness.” ‘Timothy. had all these virtues 
in a degree; but he was-to follow after 
them with a view to higher attainments. 
Vhe progressive nature of holiness in 
Christians is implied in‘ all the texts which 
speak of their spiritual warfare. In this 
warfare they are unceasingly to oppose 
every kind of evil, especially the evil in 
their own hearts. “ Their -warfare is 
within.” In this warfare all Christians are 
engaged. ‘I‘he most advanced are not ex- 


eropt. ‘The apostle does indeed say, that 


Christians are already crucified and dead to 
sin. But keep in mind that he says this of 
all Christians. Keep in mind, too, that he 
exhorts the same Christians to put off the 
old man, which is corrupt, and to put on 
the new man; to be transformed by the 
renewing of their minds, and to put on 
Christ—urging all this as a duty still to be 
done. In like manner, he represents all 


Christians as. renewed ; and. yet exhorts 
them ¢o be renewed. It all shows, that the 
work of dying to sin is begun, and is to be 


constantly advanced ; that at their conver- 


sion they are renewed, and that, so long as 
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they live, they are to be renewed more and 
more. If the texts which represent Chris- 
tlans as renewed, dead to sin, etc., are un- 
derstood to imply that the work of renova- 
tion is completed, what can be the meaning 
of the other texts, which enjoin, the same 
thing upon ali-Christians, as a duty still to 
be done? And I must again request Mr. 
Mahan and others, from whom I am con- 
strained:to differ, to consider well, and not 
to forget, that the most important texts 
which seem to favor their doctrine, relate, 
not to a few Christians of extraordinary at- 
tainments, but to all Christians. And if 
they imply that sanctification is at present 
complete, they imply that it is so with the 
whole body of believers. My brethren then 
will be under the necessity of adopting the 
qualified sense which I have given of 
the texts, or of going a step farther, and 
maintaining, that ad real Christians are 
now perfectly holy. If they allow them- 
selves in serious, unfettered thought, they 
Senne long retain their present position. 
But there i is another class of texts,. which 
sells afford additional aid in determining 
how we are to regard the present condition 
of good men. [ refer to those which repre- 
sent their desires after‘holiness. It is the 
wery nature of desire to aspire after a future 


84 CHRISTIAN PERFECTION. 4 


good—a good not yet obtained. According 
to the Scriptures, it is characteristic of all 
the followers of Christ, that they hunger 
and thirst after righteousness ; that is, 
they have a strong desire for complete holi- 
ness ; which implies that they have not yet 
obtained it. If, in any part of their life, 
they were already “filled,” why should 
they “ hunger and thirst : 2 When David 
said: “ My soul thirsteth and panteth for 
God,” did not his desires fix upon a good 
which he did not then fully enjoy ? . 
Consider, also, the prayers which be- 
lievers offer up for themselves. No part of 
the Bible exhibits a more striking view of 
the devout exercises of the believer’s heart, » 
than Psalm cxix. In various ways, it ex- 
_ presses the sincerest reverence and love for 
the divine Jaw, and the most deteraiied 
obedience ; and, at the same time, a 1- 
ing after what had not yet been ¢ 
“O that my feet were directed to 
statutes !—'Then shall I not be 
when I have respect to all thy com 
ments.—My: soul cleaveth to the 
quicken thou me according to thy we 
—Incline my heart unto. thy testimon 
and not. uhto covetousness. —'Turn aw 
mine eyes from beholding vanity, 
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cia me in thy way.—I have seen 
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end of all perfection; but thy command- 
ment is exceeding broad.—I have gone 
astray like a lost sheep; seek thy servant ; 
for I.do not forget thy commandments.” 
Language like this undoubtedly expresses 
the moral:state and exercises of all true be- 
lievers on earth. Itis the language of those 
who, with warm desire‘and strong purpose 
of heart, are following after complete sanc- 
tification. As to thet true meaning and in- 
tentof the language, :let the wisest and best 
men who use it be the judges. It is easy 
to invent novel and eccentric interpretations 
of the Bible. But novelties and eccentrici- 
ties will wax old and vanish away; while 
common sense and Christian experience, 
and the teaching -of the Holy Spirit will 
guide into all the truth. 
Consider, too, the prayers which Christ 
d the apostles offered up for the whole 


thou shouldst take them out of the 
but that thou. shouldst keep them 
vil —Sanctify them through thy 

The work of sanctification was 
begun i in them. Jesus prayed that it might 
_ be advanced and perfected. So when Mr. 
| Mahan, and the. followers. of Christ gene- 
tally, pray God to sanctify their fellow 
hae - Christians, they doubtless fix their desires 
is : - ¥ fou 
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elievers. Jesus said: “TIT pray 
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upon a degree of sanctification not yet at- 
tained. Jesus prayed also that believers 
might be one—referring to a degree of 
union far above what then existed, or ever 
has existed since that time. 

The first Christians were in circum- 
stances highly favorable to eminent holi- 
ness. ‘The great truths of the gospel came 
to their understandings and hearts in all 
their beauty and freshness, from the lips of 
inspired Apostles, unadulterated by human 
mixtures,:and attended with the extraordi- 
nary power of the Holy Spirit. No doubt 
they did attain.to a remarkable degree of 
faith and obedience, and may properly be 
regarded as patterns of piety to Christians 
in “following ages. .But how were the Apos- 
tles accustomed to pray for them? And 
what must have been the desires and aims, 
implied in their prayers ? 

After addressing the Christians at Thes- 
salonica, who, had truly received the gos- 
‘pel, and in whom it worked. effectually ; 

and after calling them his joy and crown, | 
and telling them that he and his fellow- 
laborers, in all their afflictions were com- 
forted over them by their faith ; the Apostle — 

says: “ We pray exceedingly that wemight _ 
see your face, and might perfect that which 
is a in your faith.” And then he | 
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adds: “'The Lord make you to increase 
and abound in love towards one another, 
and towards all men, to the end he may 
establish your hearts in holiness.” Again, 
in the same Epistle: “The God of peace 
sanctify you wholly.” So in Heb. 13: 21, 
“ The God of peace—make you perfect in 
every good work to do his will, working in 
you that which is well pleasing in his 
sight.” In another place: “ ‘The Lord di- 
rect your hearts into the love of God.” He 
also prayed that God would fulfil in them 
all “the good pleasure af his goodness.” 
For the Ephesians he prayed, that God 
would grant unto them “ to be strengthened 
with might by his Spirit”—that they might 
‘know the love of Christ,” and “ be filled 
with all the fulness of God.” He express- 
ed the same devout desires for the Colos- 
siaus. And to the Corinthians he says: 
“YT pray God.that ye do-no evil;” “ And 
this also we wish, even your perfection.” 
Now what was implied in these prayers 
for primitive believers? The same, unques- 
tionably, as is commonly implied, when 
similar prayers are offered up at the present 
day. Devout ministers and Christians 
every where pray for believers,—for ail be- 
_ levers, that their hearts may be directed 
into the love of God; that their love may 
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increase ; that God would sanctify them, 
and sanctify them wholly ; and that they, 
may be filled with all the fulness of God. 
And if Mr. Mahan and other Christians will 
look into their own hearts, and see what 
they really mean, when they offer up such 
prayers, they will be likely to know what 
the Apostles meant. We have no evidence 
that the disciples ever prayed in any way 
for their Lord and Master. But if.they 
prayed for him at all, did they ever pray for 
him in ¢his manner? He offered up prayer 
to God for himself. But did he ever pray, 
that his love might increase and abound, 
and that God would sanctify him wholly ? 
The prayers which Christ and the Apostles 
offered up, and which are now offered up, 
and doubtless will be, to the end of time, 
for the whole body of believers, evidently 
imply, that whatever their attainments may 
be, they do, and always will, while here 
below, fall short of perfect sanctification ; 
and that all the saints on earth are and will 
be in such a state, that they will always do, 
what Jesus never did, make continual con- 
fession of sin, and continually offer up the 
sacrifice of a broken heart, anda contrite 
spirit, as the sacrifice which God approves, 
till they arrive at heaven. 

One thing more. All Christians suffer 
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affliction. And what is the meaning and 
design of affliction? “The Lord does not 
afflict willingly the children of men, but for 
their profit, that they may. be partakers of 
his holiness.” “It is good for me that I 
have been afflicted, that I might learn thy 
statutes.” -T'he design of affliction is set. 
forth with special clearness in Heb. 12. 
“Whom. the Lord loveth he chasteneth, 
and scourgeth every son whom he receiveth. 
What son is he whom the father chasteneth 
not? If ye be without chastisement, then 
are ye bastards, and not sons.” And the 
writer adds, that God chastens us “ for our 
profit, that we may be partakers of his holi- 
ness.” What now must be our conclusion, 
but this, that, as all Christians on earth en- 
dure affliction, which is always designed 
as chastisement ; they all need it as a means 
of improving their character. Mr. Mahan’s 
“reply” to this argument directly confirms 
it. Speaking of the rod of our heavenly Fa- 
ther, he says: “Its object is to render us 
partakers of his holiness. TJ this end is 
accomplished, the rod will be used. When 
this end is accomplished, it will no more be 
used.” Who could express the sentiment 


of the sacred writer better? This is the | 


view which gives all its force to the argu- 
ment. Till believers are made partakers of 
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God’s holiness, the rod is used. When this 
is fully accomplished, the rod is no more 
used.’ Who now has this evidence of com- 
plete conformity to the divine holiness? 
Has Mr. Mahan, or Mr. Fitch, or any who 
agree with them? Are they free from afflic- 
tion ? Can they say that the rod is no more 
used with them? But would they any longer 
endure chastisement, if sanctification, which 
is the object of it, were fully accomplished 2? 
If any of them are indeed “without chas- 
tisement” what does the Scripture say of 
them? Now chastisement, if just; always 
implies some fault in the one. who is ‘chas- 
tised. When you see a wise and good fa- 
ther correcting his children, you know that 
he sees something amiss in them. And as 
divine chastisement is continued to all be- 
lievers, as long as life lasts, it must be that 
God sees in them some fault to be corrected, 
or some moral deficiency to be supplied. 
When the end of chastisement 1s fully ac- 
complished, Mr. Mahan says, “it will no 
more be used.” 

Now, the last and generally the greatest 
affliction, which believers suffer, is death. 
And why may not this, as well as all pre- 
ceding afflictions, be intended, by a wonder- 
working God, for their benefit, that they 
may, in‘a higher degree than before, be par- 
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takers of his holiness? Being the last, and 
a most remarkable case of suffering, ‘why 
may it not be the means of completing their 
sanctification; and so the means of working 
out for them, in the last instance, a far more 
exceeding and eternal weight of glory? On 
the very principle laid down by Mr. Mahan, 
as well as by the sacred writer, why is it 
not reasonable to conclude, that the whole 
end of suffering is not accomplished before 
death, but is accomplished at death ; and 
that this is the reason why there is no 
affliction after death ? . And how common 
it has been for the wisest and. best of men to 
look upon death in this light, and to antici- 
pate the event, however painful, as a bles- 
sing—a means of delivermg them from all 
remains of depravity, and of finishing in 
them the work of preparation for heaven ! 
So long as they are inthis tabernacle, they 
groan; being burdened. And what burden 
so great as sin? ‘The time when they ex- 
pect to be like Christ, that is, perfectly so, 

is the time when he shall appear, and when 
they shall see him as he is. 

I marvel that Mr. Mahan treats this com- 
mon view of the subject as he does. See 
Dise. p. 47. .-He calls it absurd, and thinks 
he can dispose of it by a single stroke. 'T'o 
overthrow the doctrine that. the work of 


Sani 


92 CHRISTIAN PERFECTION. 


sanctification is completed at death, he uses 
two arguments. “First, the grace, which 
sanctifies believers amid the gloom and 
wreck and distraction of dissolving nature, 
would, if applied, have sanctified him at an 
earlier period.” Undoubtedly it would have 
done it, “2f applied.” But what if-it was 
not applied ? And how does Mr. Mahan 
know that it may not have-seemed good in 
the sight of God to apply it at the time of 
dissolution, rather than before? , .May not 
this be one of the unsearchable things in- 
the divine dispensation? And why did not 
Mr. Mahan see how easily he might dis- 
prove the Scripture doctrine which he be- 
lieves,—that Christians are sanctified by 
means of the common afflictions of life? 
He might say: “The same grace which 
sanctifies the believer amid the sloom” and | 
_ distress of heavy affliction, “ would, 1f ‘ap- 
_ plied, have sanctified him before.” And by 
this argument he might prove, in opposition — 
to the sacred writers and to himself, that 

God does not sanctify believers by means of 
affliction ;—-yes, he might verily prove, that 
God does not sanctify believers by means 
of chastisement, because the grace, which 
sanctifies them by such means, would, if 
applied, have sanctified them before. In 
the same way, he might prove that. sinners 
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are not, in any case, converted by means of 
preaching, because the grace which con- 
verts them by that means, would, if applied, 
have converted them at an earlier period ! 
His second argument is this: “ No other 
reason can be assigned for this grace” (the 
grace which would wholly sanctify believers 
before death) “ being withheld, but the sup- 
position that God can better olorify himself, 
and-his kingdom be better advanced by 
saints. partially, than wholly sanctified.” 
The. argument, plainly stated and carried! 
out, stands thus: There is no reason why 
God should not bestow the grace which 
would wholly sanctify believers during the 
present life, but the supposition, that he is 
better glorified by their partial, than by their 
entire sanctification. And as this supposi- 
tion is inadmissible, therefore, God does not 
withhold, but actually bestows the grace 
which wholly sanctifies believers during the 
present life. Now try this argument, and 
see how it would work in other cases. 

Would not God be more glorified, if all 
Christians should be perfectly holy to-day, 
than if they should remain partially holy ? 
Must he not then actually give them the 
grace, which will make them perfectly holy 
to-day? Again, would not.God have been 
better glorified, if Mr. Mahan and other 
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“ 


Christians had been converted at an earlier 


- period of their life? . If so, then there. was 
no reason why he should withhold the grace 
which would have converted them earlier. 
And as he does nothing and omits nothing 


without reason, it must be that he actually 


bestowed the grace which converted them 
earlier ; that is, bestowed the grace which 
converted them before they were.converted. 
Once more... Mr. Mahan thinks that he was 
a wanderer from the right way, while he 
was a member of the. Seminary:;. and in his 
charitable judgment, all his fellow-students 
were in so low and lamentable a state, that 
“not a single individual,” out of so large a 
number, “enjoyed daily communion and 
peace with God.” Surely Mr. Mahan thinks 
God would, at that time, have been more 
glorified by his complete holiness and that 
of his brethren, than by their very partial 
holiness. Must it not then have been the 
fact, that God did actually give them the 
grace which made them completely holy ? 
But as this grace was not given, and as he 
thinks there could have been no other rea- 
son for not giving it, than the one he men- 
tions, must not his conelusion | pe, that it was 
withheld without any reason ? 

I have dwelt so long on this point, to 
show that this mode of reasoning involves 
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the most glaring falsities, and leads to the 

most dangerous results. What shipwreck 
will any one make of the truth, who argues 
in this manner! It is going beyond our 
province, and attempting to intrude our- 
selves irreverently into those secret things 

which ‘belong only to God. Why should 
we take upon us to determine, by our own 
fallible judgment, what the dispensations of 
God willbe? We know what the Lord re- 
quires of ws,—that we should glorify him 
by constant and entire obedience. Buthow 
he will see fit to glorify himself, in his sove- 
reign Providence, is another question. And 
who is able to compare the different ways 
in which God may do this, and to deter- 
mine, by his own reason, which God will 
prefer? Who is authorized to say, that 
God will not overrule the sinfulness which 
remains in his own children to the end of 
life, so as to make it the means of honoring, 
in the highest degree, his own infinite wis- 
dom and « grace? By this and all the other 
acts of his government, he will cause the 
world to know, that he is Gop. How ad- 
mirable will his forbearance and mercy ap- 
pear to his people hereafter, when they re- 
member that they carried with them, to the 
very gate of heaven, so much that was offen- 
sive in his sight! What wonder, love and 
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praise will fill their illuminated and purified 
souls, when they call to mind their own de- 
ficiencies, and the long continued perverse- 
ness of their hearts, and then think of that 
redeeming: grace, the aboundings of which 
rose so far above the aboundings of sin! 
Finally. I make my appeal to the con- 
sciousness of the most advanced Chris- 
tians,—the Baxters, the Mathers, the Brai- 
nerds, the Edwardses, the Martyns and the 
Paysons, —Christians who have. probably 
risen as high in their spiritual attainments, 
as the most favored of those who maintain 
the doctrine of Perfection; and I could 
show, from their own repeated and humble 
confessions, that they all had a deep and 
growing sense of remaining depravity ; that 
they always abhorred themselves on ac- 
count of indwelling sin, and felt the need 
of pardoning and sanctifying grace, even to 
the end of life. And the sacred writers 
show, in the various ways above mentioned, 
and in other ways, that they had the same 
conviction as to their own state, and the state 
of all the saints on earth. I might refer to 
John, who asserts that it would be false for 
believers to say, they have no sin, and im- 
mediately speaks of thier confessing their 
sins, and of the readiness of God to pardon 
and cleanse them,;—all showing that he 
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meant to speak of what they were at the 
time he wrote. The writers of the New 
Testament manifestly had the same views 
with Solomon, who said, in the midst ofa 
solemn, public prayer: “there is no man 
that sinneth not,” and who afterwards re- 
peated the same sentiment’: “there is nota 
just man on earth vane doeth good and sin- 
neth not.” 

Such is the examination which we have 
pursued in order to ascertain the true mean- 
ing of the texts which seem, at first view, 
to favor the doctrine of “Perfection.” I 
have not presumed to determine this in a> 
moment; but have felt it to be necessary, in 
so important a matter, to search the Scrip- 
tures, and to compare one part with another, 
so that, if possible, I might be able to deter- 
mine exactly what is the mind of the in- 
spired writers, and what is the doctrine they 
mean to teach respecting the subject under 
consideration. 

In this examination we have found, 1. 
That the Scriptures, in other cases, fre- 
quently employ terms similar to those used 
in these texts, in. a restricted sense. We 
conclude, therefore, that they may proceed 
on the same principle here. ‘The most 
literal, absolute sense may not be the sense 
intended. 2. As to some of the texts refer- 
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red to, the circumstances of the case clearly 
forbid us to understand them.in the literal 
and absolute sense. And our-conclusion is, 
that the same may be true in respect to the 
other texts, though for reasons less obvious. 
3. The terms used in some.of the texts are 
evidently designed to express the integrity 
of true believers, in distinction from hypo- 
rites; or their freedom from particular 
sins which were charged upon them: by 
others, or to which they were exposed ; or 
the maturity of their religious character, 
compared with its commencement ; or per- 
haps the fact, that they had all the essential 
parts of the new man, though in an imper- 
fect state. In no ¢ase is the highest sense 
of the words absolutely required. 4. The 
current language of the sacred writers, in a 
variety of respects, implies that the piety of 
believers during the present life is progres- 
sive. 5. Complete holiness is represented 
as an object of desire to believers,—desire, 
from its very nature, fixing upon a future 
good—a good not yet possessed. 6. Com- 
plete holiness is an object of the prayers, 
which the saints offered up. for themselves 
and for one another; implying that it was 
regarded as a good, not yet obtained. -7. 

Affliction, or chastisement, which is intend- 

ed as a means of sanctification, is continued 
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to believers up to the very close of life; im- 
plying that, so long as life lasts, they. hae 
remaining sin fulness which calls for it. 8. 
The most advanced saints have been.con- 
scious of the imperfection of their holiness. 
Now do notall these plain instructions and 
representation, both separately and unitedly, 
make'known the real spiritual state of the 
people of God during the present life?) Do 
they not show very satisfactorily, that it 
was not the design of the sacred writers to 
teach the doctrine, that the saints as a body, 
or any part of them, actually attain to sin- 
less. perfection here? . And’ must we not, ' 
therefore, understand all the texts which, at 
first view, seem to favor the doctrine of 
; Perfection,” i in a qualified or comparative 
Sense, a sense corresponding with the gene- 
‘ral teachings of the Bible, as to the actual 
state of believers in the present world ? 
‘To guard against every thing which 
might appear questionable or inconclusive, 
I have thus far framed my argument with- 
out any reference to Rom. 7: 14—25. And 
yet, if the Apostle:intends to speak of him- 
self in his renewed state, the passage affords 
an argument of the first importance in 
Support of the common doctrine. I cannot 
now enter into the controversy respecting 
this pansage- Highly respectable writers 
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are found on both sides. I can only say, 
that. I agree with those who.consider the 
Apostle as setting forth his own state, and 
the state of others, as true believers. ‘The 
reasons which satisfy me, are briefly given 
by the two most recent expositors in our 
own country, Hodge and Barnes. 'The con- 
siderations which are of,most weight are 
these. 1. This is the sense which appears 
the most obvious and natural to common 
readers. 2. The language of the Apostle. 
is well suited to express the exercises of the- 
best men with whom I have ever been ac- 
quainted. And, so far as’ I. know, those 
who have made the highest attainments in 
piety, have spoken of themselves most freely 
in the very language of the Apostle. 3. 
Some of the expressions cannot, without 
difficulty, be made to apply to the unrenew- 
ed. 4, The same conflict, which is here 
described, is set forth very plainly, and in 
similar language, in Gal. 5: 17, a passage 
which, by common consent, is applied to 
Ghristians. 

Now if the other evidence in support of 
the common doctrine were in any way de- 
ficient, the passage from Rom. 7, would, in 
my view, supply the deficiency, and would 
at once make known the real doctrine of 
the Scriptures.. According to this: passage, 
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the state of Christians in this life is one of 
constant conflict between sin and holiness, 
the old and the new man ; a state of high 
aims and endeavors, but of comparatively 
low attainments ; and while, in view of the 
power and grace of Christ, they rejoice, and 
give thanks, and are confident of a final 
and speedy victory : ; they have reason also, 
when they look at the remains.of sin in their 
own hearts, to abhor themselves and viel sid 
in dust and ashes. : 
Consider how different the result of this 
examination would be, if we had found all 
the evidence which exists in support of the © 
common doctrine, to be on the other side, 
going directly to confirm the doctrine: of 
“ Perfection.” ‘The question is: How are 
we to understand those texts which seem at 
first view to assert the present perfection of 
believers? -Now, suppose we had found 
nothing, either in the texts themselves, or in 
any other part of the Bible, to show that the 
terms employed are ever to be taken in any 
other than the most absolute sense : suppose — 
we had found that the current representa- 
tions of the sacred writers clearly imply 
that believers in general, at least the better 
part of them,are now without sin, that their 
piety, instead of being progressive, comes to 
perfection at once: suppose we had found, 


“ me 


102 CHRISTIAN PERFECTION. 


that believers, instead of desiring and pant- 
ing after complete hollness, bave always 
been in the habit of congratulating them- 
selves as already possessing it ; and that, 
instead of earnestly praying for it, they 
have habitually thanked the Lord, that. he 
had already bestowed it upon them : sup- 
pose we had found that their struggle with 
indwelling sin is past, their warfare ended ; 
that they have no more chastisement, and 
of course no faults that call for it: and sup- 
pose it tobe the belief, the inward conscious- 
ness of Christians, especially of those most 
distinguished for their piety, that they have 
already attained to a state of sinless perfec- 
tion ; suppose all this to be true; how dif- 
ferent would be our conclusion ! We should 
at once agree to give all the texts referred 
to the largest and most absolute sense. And 
instead of disputing against “the doctrine 
of Christian Perfection,” we should carry 
it much higher than its present advocates 
do. But what shall we say, and what will 
the advocates of the doctrine say, when it 
_ is seen that the evidence is all on the other 
side ? 

As to the many remaining topics of re- 
mark introduced by Mr. Mahan and his as- 
sociates, I-shall confine myself. to those 
which seem to be of chief consequence, 
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and shall dispose of them as briefly as pos- 
sible. 


PAUL AND OTHERS HELD UP AS EXAM- 
PLES. 


It is mentioned by Mr. Mahan, as a proof 
of. Paul’s complete sanctification, that he 
exhorts Christians to copy his erample— 
to be followers of him.as he was of Christ. 
The argument is, that he could not have 
held himself up as an example, had he not 
been perfectly free from sin. | 

On this T remark, that Paul speaks of the 
Thessaloman Christians much in the same 
manner in this respect, as he does of him- 
self: “* Ye became followers of us and of 
the Lord, so that ye became ensamples to 
all that believe in Macedonia and Achaia.” 
He also speaks with approbation of the 
Thessalonians as followers of the churches 
in Judea, implying that those. churches 
were worthy of imitation. This argument 
then would prove that the mass of believers 
in Thessalonica and Judea were perfectly 
sanctified ; which is much more than any 
man will assert. 

My. next remark is, that Paul, and the 
Thessalonians, and other Christians, being 
held up as examples, does not necessarily 
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imply more than that they were distinguish- 
ed for piety in general, or for some particu- 
lar branch of it It is the same at the pre- 
sent day. If any man, a parent, a minister, 
or.other Christian, exhibits the character of 
goodness more uniformly and conspicu- 
ously than is common, who. hesitates to 
speak of him.as an example of goodness, 
and to exhort others to the duty of imita- 
tion? Our meaning is, not that he is with- 
out any fault; far from jit; but that he is 

a good - example in the main, or as to the 
prominent traits of his character, or as to 
what is visible. 'Thus Leighton, Baxter, 
Doddridge, Edwards, Brainerd, Payson and 
others are often spoken of as safe. and use- 
ful examples. _But» who has any idea that 
they. were. perfectly sanctified? Who 
knows not that they were conscious of many 
sinful imperfections? Undoubtedly the 
sacred writers were accustomed to speak in 
the same qualified sense. Nothing can be 
more manifestly contrary to all just princi- 
ples of interpretation and of reasoning, than 
to force the sense of a Scripture word or 


phrase to the highest possible pitch, and . 


then to argue from that extreme sense, as 
though it were the ¢rwe sense, in support of 
some uncommon opinion. — 
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PRACTICAL EFFECTS OF THE DOCTRINE OF 
PERFECTION, AND OF THE COMMON 
DOCTRINE. 


Mr. Mahan thinks much of the practical 
effects of his doctrine ; and he represents 


those who do: not embrace it, as making 


void God’s law by-their traditions. He 
seems to think (Disc. pp. 44—46, etc.) that 
the most eminent saints on earth have done 
nothing effectually towards their own sanc- 
tification, because they have not been in 
possession of the grand secret of efficient 
holy action. He says: “ Who would ex- 
pect an army to fight under the impression 
of inevitable defeat ?”—thus misrepresent- 
ing our views, and.taking advantage of the 
misrepresentation to discredit our doctrine, 
and to give plausibility to his own.. Again, 
not. seeming to be ‘at all sensible how 
strangely and totally he misrepresents the 
great body of ministers and Christians, he 
first asserts (Repos. pp. 418—19) that his 
doctrine involves the principle which is 
considered essential to efficient action, and 
then says: “ 'T’he belief that, as a matter of 
fact, we never shall attain to a certain state, 
renders it impracticable to aimat it ;” and he 
speaks of it as “the testimony of universal 
consciousness, that no man ever did or can 
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aiin, or intend to reach a point, which he 
fully believes to lie beyond the line of all 
expectation.” And he asks, what more - 
effectual means a parent could take to pre- 
vent the obedience of a child, than to re- 
quire that child to believe that he will never 
render that obedience. When Mr. Mahan 
talks thus; it must be understood that he 
means to put down the doctrine of ‘his op- 
ponents. But who among them believes 
any thing like what he thus implicitly 
charges upon them? Can he’say, and does 
he mean to say, that we believe we never 
shall attain to perfect holiness; aud that 
perfect holiness is entirely beyond our ex- 
pectation? He certainly does not mean to 
say this. He only Intends to say, we do 
not expect to attain it during the present 
life. ‘Then why does he not take care to 
say just what he means to say? And why 
does he, by misstating our doctrine, give an 
appearance of strength to: his. arguments, 
when a true statement would leave his ar- 
guments, not only without strength, but 
without any appearance of it? If his rea- 
ders suppose that such is our belief,—and 
his language might lead some to this sup- 
position,—they will conclude at once that 
we are in a very sad condition. But itis 
surely a very different thing to say, we be- 
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lieve we never shall attain to perfect holi- 
ness, from what it is to say, we-do not ex- 
pect to attain to it in a day, or during the 
short period of the present life. 'The fact 
is, that Christians in general believe and 
expect that they shall attain to. complete 
holiness, .as really as the advocates of Per- 
fection. And I undertake to say, that our 
expectation is far more confident and cer- 
tain, than that which our opponents are so 
fond of indulging. If we are true Chris- 
tians, we can say: “We know, that when 
he shall appear, we shall be like him.” 
Here is a hope which has no mixture of | 
doubt or uncertainty, and is rightly called 
knowledge. .'Though Mr: Mahan signifies 
that complete holiness is entirely beyond 
our expectation, we do expect it, and expect 
it soon. . We believe that we shall, in a Hit- 
tle while, be free from all remains of sin, 

and be completely changed into the image of 
Christ. We hope to reach this blessed 
state shortly, perhaps to-morrow. ‘ We 
now groan, being burdened ;” and we often 
cry out: “ Who shall deliver. us from the 
body of this death ?” But we confidently 
look for deliverance.. Yet a little while, 
and the day of victory will come. Has Mr. 
Mahan still to learn what joy, yea, what 
ecstasy of joy, devout Christians often ex- 
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perience, from the hope of speedily attain- . 
ing to perfect holiness in heaven ; and how 
they reach forward and press on towards it, 
putting forth their highest efforts in the pur- 
suit? He thinks the perfection, which. Paul 
speaks of as the object of his desire, was the 
heavenly state, and not any thing he could 
reach in the present world; and yet he sees 
that this circumstance did not prevent him 
from exerting all his powers in the pursuit 
of it. Had he adopted the same principle 
here, as in the case under consideration, :he 
would have said: the apostle must have 
expected to attain to the perfect state he 
aimed at, in the present life, or he could 
have had no motive to pursue it. He would 
have said too, that Paul believed he never 
should attain to it, because he did not-ex- 
pect to attain to it here ‘below, and, there- 
fore, that he could put forth no vigorous 
endeavors after it, being destitute of the 
only principle of efficient action. If he al- 
lows that Paul had a faith which gave re- 
ality to future glory, and brought it near, 
and that under the influence of such a faith, 
he made great exertions to obtain it; why 
not allow the same to be true. with Chris- 
tians generally, in regard to that complete 
moral purity, which they look upon as an 
essential part of future glory? Why may 


WOODS’ REPLY TO MAHAN. 109 


they not exert themselves diligently in the 
pursuit, although, in their view, it is not to 
be fully attained within the short space of 
the present life? The apostle John brings 
out the principle concerned in this matter 
with perfect plainness, and speaks of. it fa- 
miliarly, as a thing well understood in 
his day. He ‘tells us what the assur- 
ed hope of believers is: ‘“ We know that 
when he shall appear, we shall be like 
him ;” and then adds: “ And every man 
that hath this hope in him,” (the hope 
of being perfectly like. Christ in heaven,) 
a purifieth himself, even as he is pure.” — 
The object was not to be reached in 
this life. But did this circumstance pre- 
vent primitive believers from laboring to 
purify themselves, and to. become. like 
Christ? Far from it. And it is my per- 
suasion, that this future perfection in holi- 
ness, connected as it is with all the unseen 
glories of the upper world, has a far more 
commanding influence upon devout Chris- 
tians, and rouses them to higher efforts after 
complete sanctification, than the expecta- 
tion which Mr. Mahan and his associates 
indulge, of obtaining perfect holiness in 
the present world. In the first place, the 
object of our hope is far higher and nobler 
than the object of theirs, They are led, by 
bi 
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the p ieeifion they take, to lower down their 
ee that is, Chr istian Perfection, so as 
to bring it within their reach, and to make 
it just “that which they have attained, or 
are likely to attain in’ the present state. 
For consistency’s sake, ‘they are obliged to 
do this, and they have beoun to do it. But 
it is'a bold and perilous attempt. The law 
of God cannot bend ; and those who under- — 
take to bend it know not what they do. 
The moral law will not adapt its require- 
ments to our mistakes, or to our attain- 
ments. And it certainly is a dangerous 
and daring thing for any man to take such 
ground,—as the advocates of “ Perfection” 
evidently do,—that they will feel them- 
selves urged, for the sake of consistency, 
to represent their own attainments as being 
the perfect holiness which God’s law re- 
quires. Now let those, who hold to the 
Oberlin doctrine, come up, as some of them 
have done, to ‘that which they consider to be 
“ Christian Perfection ;” and what further 
influence can the expectation of complete 
holiness have upon them? Hxpectation 
is superseded by enjoyment. And what 
occasion for efforts to obtain. that which 
they already possess? They may pursue 
_ other objects; but they have already reached 
entire conformity to the divine law; and 
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there can be no wld for further “crews 
after an object which is already obtained. 
‘Where then is their “ only principle of effi- 
cient action ?” Look now at that state of 
perfect spiritual purity, that complete like- 
ness to Christ, which ‘is the high object of 
desire~ and expectation with Christians 
generally. How evident it is, that we shall 
be stimulated to pursue it with an intensity 
of effort, proportioned to the sublimity and 
excellence of the object. 

But, in the second place, this expectation 
of ours stands before us in close connection 
with circumstances. which make a strong 
appeal’to the principles of the human mind, 
and powerfully move the-springs of human 
action. ‘That perfect holiness, to which we 
are taught to aspire, is associated in our 
thoughts with the ineffable joys and glories 
of the world above, with the presence of the 
exalted Saviour, and with things which eye 
hath not seen,nor ear heard, nor heart con- 
ceived,—an ‘object inexpressibly excellent 
and attractive in itself, and surrounded with 
invisible and celestial glories. Oh! how 
much deeper interest does it produce in the 
mind, and how much more powerfully does 
it excite the active energies of our spiritual 
nature, than the low attainments which man 
ever has made, or ever will make, in this_ 
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state of ignorance, and error, and moral de- 
filement! That perfection which is actually 
attained by Christians, feeble and inconstant 
> hike ourselves, is, in sober truth, an ebject - 
too near, too familiar, too. histiatte yes, and 
too easily obtained, to take hold of our minds 
with the strongest grasp, and to elicit our 
mightiest energies. But tell Christians of. 
the glorious appearing of their Lord and, 
Saviour Jesus Christ, and inspire them with 
the hope of being like him when they shall 
see him as he is 3 the hope of being then 
adorned with all the beauties of holiness, of 
sitting with Christ on his throne, and dwel- 
ling forever in that blessed but unseen 
world, in which no sin shall be found; and 
you may be sure that they will hunger. and 
thirst after righteousness, and will give all 
diligence to purify themselves, and to. pre- 
pare for a heavenso holy and so glorious. 
Thirdly ; the: expectation, which Chris- 
tians generally entertain, bas greatly the 
advantage over that which the Oberlin doc- 
trine inspires, in respect to certainty. . Those 
who act under the influence of that doctrine 
aim at perfect holiness, with a hope and ex- 
pectation of attaining to it in the present 
world. But is their expectation entirely free 
from doubt, and attended with certainty 2 
Can they say we know that we shall attain 
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to-perfection before this short life is ended? 
Are they certain that they shall do that 
which will insure complete sanctification— 
that they shali fulfil the conditions on which 
the blessing is promised? Those among 
them who have not yet reached perfection, 
would, I presume, think it going too far, to 
say that they certainly know they shall. reach 
it in the present world. And those who 
cherish the pleasing, but, as I apprehend, 
delusive idea, that they have already reached 
that state, would probably be backward to 
say they certainly know that they shall.con- 
tinue in it. But the expectation, which 
believers generally indulge, is attended with 
certainty. They know, that if they are 
true Christians, they shall reach their. ob- 
ject, and shall reach it soon; that when 
they are absent from the body, they shall be 
present with the Lord, and shall then. be 
holy as he is holy. Now until those who 
embrace the Oberlin doctrine are able to en- 
tertain an expectation of complete be 
in this life, which rises to certainty ; i 
“must be evident to them, that, on their own 
principles, the hope which we indulge has 


a real advantage over their hope of perfec- 


tion in point of practical influence. And 
if I'mistake not, they themselves will, after 
all, feel the value of the common doctrine, 
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and be sometimes driven to take refuge in 
it. For they will, in all probability, have 
seasons of doubting whether they have at- 
tained, or shall attain to perfeetion in this 
world. And when they are disturbed with 
such doubts, what can they do but resort to 
the comforting truth, that, though they may 
fail of reaching complete holiness here, they 
shall reach it in heaven? And-a small 
portion of true faith will bring the perfec- - 
tion of the heavenly state very near. 

IT have sometimes tried to account for 
it, that Mr. Mahan’s doctrine -exerts ‘so 
mighty an influence over his mind, and the 
minds of others, calling forth energies and 
imparting joys before unknown. He will 
allow me to say that I cannot aseribe this 
to the truth of his doctrine ; for I do not 
consider the doctrine to be true. And I 
would not undertake to pry into the secret 
chambers of his mind, and to judge of the 
unwonted movements which’ have’ been 
going on there. - But there is a principle 
implanted in our common ‘nature, which 
operates powerfully in such a case, and in 
some minds very powerfully. When a phi- 
losopher, or a navigator, makes a discovery, 
he is filled with emotions which can hardly 
be described ; and he publishes it abroad 
with a zeal proportioned to his view of its 
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importance. And its importance will tad am 
likely to rise very high, in his view, from 
the circumstance that he is the discoverer. 
The doctrine of perfection has indeed been 
long before the public. But: Mr. Mahan 
appears notto have received it at second 
hand. It came to him as a new discovery. 
Suddenly, and in a remarkable manner, his 
eyes were opened, and he saw the freeness 
and fulness of gospel grace, and the. way 
in which a believer can at once obtain 
complete sanctification. Now I would not 
for the world trifle with those unusual ope- 
rations of his mind; for I trust that the 
Spirit of God was with him, and that he 
did actually attain to a more entire conse- 
cration of himself to God than before. But 
who can be sure that he was not more or 
less elated with the new discovery? Even 
the apostle Panl—that. Mr. Mahan thinks 
-was perfect—even that great apostle was in 
danger of being exalted above measure with 
the revelations made to him, when he was 
caught up to thethird heaven. And it was 
found to be necessary that he should have 
a very humbling and long-continued afflic- 
tion, a thorn in ‘the flesh, ‘to guard his heart 
from pride and self- complacency. And it 
cannot be going too far. to suppose; that Mr. 

Mahan is as much exposed to this danger 
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as the great apostle was. And surely it will 
not be amiss for him to inquire, whether his 
remarkable discovery, and the ‘novelty of 
those exercises, which seemed to distinguish 
him above other ministers and Christians, 

may not have worked in with certain prin- 
ciples of his nature, not yet fully sanctified ; 

and: whether the singular zeal he shows in 
writing books, and in compassing the land 
to make’ proselytes, may not ‘be owing in 
_part to these principles of nature ; and whe- 
ther it would be safe for him to look upon 
all this excitement of feeling, and all this 
labor to propagate his new opinions, as the 
unmixed result of-the Holy Spirit’s influ- 
ence, and as a certain evidence of likeness 
to the blessed Jesus. And may it not be well 
for him to keep his mind epen—as [hope he 
will—to farther instruction from the Word 
and Spirit of God? For, possibly, a higher 
degree of illumination may disclose to him 
some remaining deficiencies in his charac- 
ter which he has overlooked. His heavenly 
Father may perhaps visit him with some 
severe affliction: “for whom the Lord lov- 
eth he chasteneth.” If he does indeed trust 
in God and seek his help, God will supply 
all his need,—will correct any mistakes into: 
which he has been betrayed, and teach him 
to separate the hay, wood and stubble, from 
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the gold and silver and.precious stones,— 
will graciously assist him in reviewing his 
writings, and the whole course he has pur- 
sued: in preaching, and the effects he has 
produced on the churches of Christ. And 
if there has been any thing wrong,— for 
there is no man that doeth good and sinneth 
not,”—God. will show him what it is. And 
it may be, God will make him: a: greater 
blessing to the Institution over which he 
presides, and to the church of. Christ, than 
he ever, has been. 

There are many minor bathed. on which 


I might remark. But I have meant to con- | 


fine myself to the chief points. If the prin- 
cipal arguments, on which this doctrine of 
Perfection depends, have been shown to be 
inconclusive,.it is all the case requires. I 
have said all I have to say on this subject, 
and leave it to others to do what the cause 
of truth may further require to be done.* 


= 


* As to the principle which Mr. Mahan lays down, that we 
cannot aim at a thing which we donot expect to obtain, I did 
think it true} but my present impression is that, although it 
is sometimes true, it is by no means true universally. A 
Christian may seck, and aim at, the conversion of the 
world, and may aim at it and pray for it to-day, though he 
does not expect to obtain it to-day. So a Christian may 
aim at perfect holiness to-day, though he really has no ex- 
 pectation of obtaining it to-day. Mr. dale doubtless does 
both of these. 
For a more particular view of this point) A would refer 
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J close with three brief remarks. 

My first remark is on the effect which 
will naturally be produced upon a man’s 
own mind, by his believing that he has 
already attained to pentect holiness.. And 
here I grant, that a man’s believing himself 
perfectly holy, if he were so in reality, 
could have none but a good influence upon 
him. «In such a case, it would be a belief 
of the truth. And surely, a belief of the 
truth must be supposed to have a good. in- 
fluence upon a perfectly holy mind. But 
suppose ‘a man believes himself to be per- 
fectly holy, when he is not. 'This would 
be the belief of error. And it is easy-to 
see what effect the belief of error, particu- 
larly of such an error as this, must have 
upon ohe who is sanctified only_in part. 


And as I am persuaded, that these who 


‘think themselves completely sanctified are 
mistaken, I cannot but conclude, that their 
opinion of themselves, is really thinking of 
themselves more highly than they ought to 
think, and that its. hurtful influence upon 
their feelings and conduct will ere long 
become visible. 


Pa 
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the reader to a well written pamphlet, entitled, Aw Eaposi- 
tion of the Peculiarities, Difficulties and Tendencies of 
the Oberlin Peérfectionism; by a Committee of the haat 
bytery of Cleaveland, Ohio, pp. 69-73. 
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- My second remark is; that we, who do 
not believe the doctrine, are 77 some danger 
of injuring ourselves and others by oppos- 
ing wt. ‘The preaching and the writings 
of those who maintain the doctrine contain 
a great portion of most precious truth. . And 
itis by this mixture of truth, that the error 
is made plausible, and insinuates itself into 
the minds of others. Now the danger is, 
that by means of the opposition we make to 
the particular error which they hold, we 
shall be led.to believe the important truths 
contained in their cpp cdae with less firm- 
ness; to love them with less sincerity, and to 
use them less profitably. ‘The Lord pre- 
‘serve us from this danger, and so influence 
eur minds and hearts, that we shall most 
heartily believe that portion of the truth 
which is exhibited in the witings referred 
to, and shall give it even a higher place in 
our thoughts and in our preaching, than 
we have heretofore done. ‘Thus, while we 
prove all things, may we hold fast that 
which is good. 

My last remark is, that we ought not to 
be over anxious on account of the tempo- 
rary prevalence of error. .We ought to ex- 
ert ourselves to the utmost in the spirit of 
love, to defend and propagate the truth, and 
confute error; to cherish the sincerest de- 
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sires, and offer up the most fervent prayers 
for the good of our fellow men, and for the 
advancement of the reign of Christ, ‘Thus 
faithfully performing the duties which de- 
volve on us, we may, with confidence and 
with quietness of mind, commit all the in- 
terests of the church to the God of truth, 
who will certainly take care of hisown cause, 
and will, in his sovereign Providence, con- 
found every false doctrine far more effec- 
tually, than we can by our arguments. And 
this he often does by letting error run on, 
till its nature is acted out, and its fruits are 
made manifest to all. It pleases the most: - 
High God to carry forward his plan of re-~ 
_ deeming mercy through various and mighty 

- conflicts. And every conflict will be made 

a means of clearing up and establishing 

divine truth ; and will in the end contribute 

to the glory of God, and the good of his 

people. The errors, as well as the wrath of 
man, will be made to praise God. ‘This 

mixed, disordered state, this war of elements 

in the moral world will continue a while 

longer ; but it will not last always. Better 

days will come to the church on earth, and 

an eternal day of perfect light, and purity, 

and joy to the church in heaven. 
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DR. WOODS’ LETTER TO MR. MAHAN. 


From the New-York Evangelist of March 20, 1841. 


To the Rev. Asa Mahan, President of the 
Oberlin Collegiate Institute. 


Dear Frienp anp Brotuer:—Ina 
paper just sent to the editors of the Ameri- 
can Bible Repository, containing addi- 
tional remarks on your publications, I 
signified distinctly that I had. finished what 
I had to say on the subject, and should leave 
the further consideration of it to others. 
Such was my deliberate purpose. But when 
Tread your piece in the New-York Evan- - 
gelist, addressed as a letter to me, and con- 
taining so many expressions of the affec- 
tionate regard you felt as a former pupil ; 
my resolution was shaken, and I was satis- 
fied that J ought not to treat such a commu- 
nication. with even the appearance of 
neglect. 

Here let me reciprocate all your expres- 
sions of kindness and respect. And if 1 
have written a sentence, or a word, which 


/ 


124 APPENDIX. 


has indicated a want of brotherly love, or 
a willingness to inflict a wound, even for a 
moment, upon your feelings, I shall most 
heartily regret it. Lwould not consent to 
debate such a subject as that before us with 
any man, certainly not with you, except in 
the spirit of love: And the relation I have 
sustained to you, together with the amiable 
temper which you have exhibited, will ren- 
der it very easy to answer you in kindness, 
and would leave me without excuse 2 Should 
I do otherwise. 

1 come how to the subject of your etter. : 
You have represented in your Discourses, 
that’ evangelical ministers, generally, had 
entertained very defective views of the gra- 
cious provisions of the gospel for the satic- 
tification of believers, and that the true 
scripture doctrine on that subject was. pecu- 
liar to yourself and those who agreed with 
you. ‘This I thought-a mistake; and I 
maintained that evangelical ministers had 
believed and preached the doctrine ; though 
I confessed that in» many instances they 
had not given it the prominence which it 
ought to have; and that,in some instances, 
they may have so far overlooked or neglect- , 
ed it, as to leave their hearers in doubt 
whether they believed it or not. Still I 
maintained, that the true scripture doctrine 
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respecting the provisions of the gospel had 
been plainly declared from the pulpit and 
the press, in past ages, and at the present 
day, and had been regarded as the founda- 
tion of hope to sinners, and the spring of 
holy effort to Christians. Butin your letter 
you still insist upon it that the scripture 
doctrine has not been taught by the gene- 
rality of orthodox divines. And to show 
that you are right, you adduce various rea- 
sons. ‘ : 

You begin by saying, “ nothing respect- 
ing this same precious doctrine is to be met 
with in your ‘Course of Study.’” | 

I reply, that the “ Course of Study” re- 
ferred to, was intended to suggest the sub- 
jects to be attended to, and the books to be 
consulted. And it would have been aside 
from the chief object of the pamphlet, to 
teach and defend particular doctrines. There 
is, however, a distinct reference to the pro- 
visions of. the gospel, p. 31—2, in the 
5th topic, under the head of Atonement, 
namely: “The design and influence. of 
Christ’s death in regard to sinners gene- 
rally, and in regard to those who are chosen 
to salvation ;” and again, in the article on 
faith in Christ, as faith must respect his 
various offices and blessings. 

You say, too, that you did not hear any 
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allusion to it.in any conversation, lecture, 
or. discourse, during your connection with 
the Institution. 

I have tried to account for it that you 
should have such an impression as this, as 
I doubt not you really have. And I shall 
tell-you frankly how the subject has pre- 
sented itself to my mind. 

First, I have supposed you may have the 
impression, that the true doctrine as to the 
provisions of the gospel was not taught in 
the Seminary, because it was not taught in 
the exact words in which you have stated 
it, On the common principles of human 
nature, you may have become so attached 
to your particular way of stating it, that, if 
stated in any way whatever different from 
that, it would seem to you not to be stated 
at all. “Something like this you know often 
happens. And I have thought it may have 
happened in your case, and that this may 
help to account for it that you have’ such 
an impression. ff, however, we exhibited 
the doctrine in scripture language, and ex- 
plained it in a manner correspondent with 
the obvious sense of the sacred writers, how 
can we be justly blamed for not stating it 
in precisely the way which you have 
chosen? Even if we had known in what 
manner you would think proper to set it 
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forth, our taste and judgment might have 
led us to a manner more or less different. 

Again, your impression may have been 
occasioned in part by the fact that the gra- 
cious provisions of the gospel for the sanc- 
tification of believers did not hold so high a 
place. in the. instructions of the Seminary, 
as their importance demanded. Probably 
the doctrine was not brought into view so 
often, nor.inculcated so.earnestly as it ought 
to have been, and in this way you may 
have suffered through our neglect. 

Again, IL have thought it not improbable, 
that you had a state of mind, while in the 
Seminary, which would naturally prevent 
you from feeling any special interest in such 
a doctrine ; and from giving any special at- 
tention to it; that although it was often ex- 
hibited ina truly scriptural light, it made no 
impression on your mind ; and that it now 
really seems to you as though you never 
heard any thing about it. You are surely 
aware that it is nothing uncommon for men, 
even for Christians, in such a state of cold- 
ness and insensibility as you say belonged 
to you at that period, to hear, and under- 
stand not, and to see, and perceive not. 
T’o one possessed of all the new views and 
feelings with which you have been favored 
of late, all. things become new. 
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But there is one thing which may east a 
still clearer light on the fact which Iam 
trying to account for. Under the seventh 
particular head in your letter, you. show 
distinctly, that no statement we can make, 
either in our own words, or in the words 
which the Holy Ghost has taught, as to the 
full provisions of the gospel, will at all sa- 
tisfy you, unless we hold that perfect holi- 
ness has.in fact been, and will be attained 
during the present life. If we teach that 
the provisions of the gospel are adequate to 
all our spiritual wants, and that the grace of 
Christ is sufficient not only to pardon us but 
to cleanse us entirely from the pollution of 
sin, and to cleanse us now, were we disposed 
duly to receive it; you think all this incon- 
sistent, and “infinitely absurd,” unless we 
also teach, that believers: do in fact so re- 
ceive of the fulness of Christ, that they are 
now made perfectly holy. This makes it 
evident, that notwithstanding what you have 
said to the contrary, you do really consider 
the question as to the aetual attainments of 
Christians in the-present life, to be the main 
question in debate. And does it not explain 
very satisfactorily, how you are led to think, 
that we, who do not believe the present 
perfection of Christians, have never taught 
any thing to the purpose as to the provisions 
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of the gospel? For, although we may de- 
clare ever so earnestly, that Christ is our 
wisdom, our righteousness, our sanctifica- 
tion, and our redemption ; that he is all in 
all to those who believe ; that he will do ex- 
ceeding abundantly above all we ask or 
think ; that our remaining sins are charge- 
able upon ourselves, and not owing in the 
least to any deficiency in the grace of Christ ; 
and although we may declare that he will, 
a few days hence, present the millions of 
the redeemed without spot before his Fa- 
ther’s throne; and although we may urge 
Christians to trust wholly in him now, and _ 
by faith to receive of his fulness for the sup- 
ply of all their wants; still in your view, 
we fall essentially short of the trne doctrine, 
and on this supposition, “the provisions of 
the gospel are ‘no provisions at all,” and 
‘the revelation of them the most solemn 
mockery conceivable.” Now, this opinion 
of yours clearly accounts for it, that you 
think your former instructors, and evange- 
lical ministers generally, so deficient in their 
instructions respecting the provisions of the 
gospel. In your view we shall certainly 
fail of saying any thing right on that sub- 
ject, unless we hold also that believers do 
actually attain to perfect sanctification in 
the present life. 
11 
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You see I am trying, in the exereise of 
all the candor, and all the invention which 


I have, to account for it, that you should ~ | 


entertain such an uncomfortable ideaof your. 
brethren. I confess that in. this attemptI _ 
have used an odd kind of logic; and it 
seems an odd kind of logic by which you 
have been brought to such asad conclusion 
respecting the great body of ministers and 
Christians in all ages. 

I must add, that your impression on: this 
subject, however you may have come by 
it, is, in my view, very wide of the truth, 
and the publication of it unjust and injurious 
to evangelical ministers and writers. 

I would here, were it proper, extract va- 
rlous passages from sermons which I,wrote 
before you came to the Seminary, and which 
I have repeatedly preached in our chapel 
and elsewhere—passages in which it 1s 
strongly asserted, that the grace of the Sa- 
viour is boundless ; that the gospel reveals 
a complete remedy for all our spiritual ma- 
ladies ; that faith in Christ, exercised as it 
ought to be, would secure to us a victory 
over every sin, and a full supply of all our 
need ; that our sinful imperfections are not 
owing in whole or in part, to any deficiency 
in the provisions or promises of the gospel ; 
and that so far as we have true faith, we are 
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invested with the beauties of holiness. 
Views like these have often been presented, 
though not so often as they'should have 
been, by the officers of this Institution, in 
the pulpit, in the lecture room, and in the 
conference room; sometimes in scripture 
language, and sometimes dilated upon in 
language of ourown. And,if you will par- 
don me for speaking foolishly, I will say,— 
boasting somewhat, because you have com- 
pelled me,—that some of your best passages, 
setting forth the rich provisions of the gos- 
pel for our sanctification, are so like the 
manner in which I have been accustomed 
to treat the subject, that I should have been 
inclined to think, had you not asserted the 
contrary, that you used those expressions in 
the way of faithful imitation. 

My object in this communication was, not 
to enter at all into the merits of the contro- 
versy, having done this so.particularly in 
another way.—But I find two things in 
your lettet, which I am unwilling to pass 
over without a few brief remarks. 

You say the common doctrine, which you 
call “the doctrine of imperfection,” leaves 
us in the same state, “as to the actual attain- 
ment of moral purity, as we should be in, 
had no such provisions been made,” and 
that, on the principle commonly adopted, 
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“the intelligent universe will affirm that 
there are no provisions at all, for the attain- 
ment” of entire sanctification. 

Now, my brother, did you not say this in- 
advertently?. Did you well consider what 
would follow fromthe principle involved in 
your remarks? Let me ask then: Do you 
expect. that those who embrace your doc- 
trine in: your own words, will actually attain 
perfection at the present time? Do you 
expect they will attain it at once, as soon as 
they believe? If I mistake not, you will 
answer, No. But do you not hold, that the 
provisions of the gospel are made for the 
present, the immediate sanctification of all 
believers? And do you nothold thatthe grace, 
which is provided, is as. sufficient to com- 
plete their sanctification at once, that is, im- 
mediately: on believing, as at any future 
time ; and that they are required to receive 
and apply it for this very: purpose? Do you 
not also hold, that. the Divine promises as 
really secure the perfect holiness ef believ- 
ers at the present time, as at any time 
during their stay on earth; and that they 
are required to believe them and appropriate 
them for the accomplishment of this desira- 
bleend? But I know you do not think 
that they will, in fact, be thus completely 

sanctified at once. What then follows? 
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Why, on your principle of reasoning, the 
case of believers, as to the duty of present 
perfection, is just what it would be, if no 
provisions were made for it; and to talk of: 
provisions being made any farther than 
they are carried into present effect, is “a 
solemn mockery.” 

You see, then, the matter is not likely to 
stop where you have left it; and that there 
is a door opened for a new sect to come in, 
that shall rise as much above Oberlin, as 
Oberlin rises above the rest of Christendom. 
And this new sect may attack you with as 
powerful arguments, as those with which 
you have attacked others. ‘They may say 
to you, and may say it with the high feel- 
ing of confidence and victory, with which 
a new Sect is apt to be inspired—“ Why talk 
of provisions for the present perfection of 
believers, when, after all, you do not really 
expect them to attain it ?—Such provisions’ 
are no provisions. Why not carry the busi- 
ness through as we do? Since the dark- 
ness of our former state has been chased 
away, we have other and more comforting 
views. of the whole concern. We hold, 
that faith, from its very nature, secures com- 
plete sanctification at once.—lInstead of the 
gloomy, discouraging doctrine, that the 
work of sanctification is gradual, extend- 

sab 
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ing through tedious years or even tedious — 
days of imperfection; we now hold, that — 
faith, secures complete sanctification at 
once. And see here, what a new and 
powerful motive we have to believe. We 
hold, and why should you be afraid to hold, 
literally and strictly, that “ whosoever is 
born of God sinneth not ;” that he is im- 
mediately freed from ali sin, and made per- 
fectly holy. Why should sin be suffered 
to adhere to believers for a day, or an hour? 
Your doctrine would seem to make sin, for 
a time, ‘an element of the Christian cha- 
racter. And really; what does it signify 
for you to say that full provision is made 
for the present, the immediate perfection 
of believers, while you hold that it is not 
actually attained—no, not even expected ? 
Provision, full provision made for the ac- 
complishment of an object, which, after all, 
is not accomplished! And which you do 
not expect will be accomplished! How 
dark and disheartening your doctrine, com- 
pared with the bright and glorious doctrine, 
of the immediate, the instantaneous com- 
pletion of the work of sanctification in all 
that have faith! For ourselves !’—the 
new sect may be bold to say—‘ We acknow- 
ledge no man to be a true believer,:unless 
he has so received of the fulness of Christ, 
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as to be entirely sanctified at once.”—And 
you may wonder to see how this new sect 
is elated with the idea, that better days are 
coming, and that they have introduced a 
new era. And you may, perhaps, hear 
them bemoaning your unhappy state, and 
telling what pity and grief they feel on your 
account. And they will probably go about, 
calling upon ministers and churches every 
where, to cast away that dead faith which 
has pervaded Christendom, and to have that 
living faith which will not delay the work 
of complete sanctification for days, and 
years; but will accomplish it at once; a: 
faith which will instantly make them com- 
plete in Christ, so that no taint of sin shall 
for a moment remain. And they may 
marvel at your slowness to believe, and 
may ascribe it to your inadequate views of 
the provisions of the gospel for the present 
and instantaneous perfection of believers. 
Seeing now the door is open for such a 

new doctrine to come in—and as you may 
possibly have observed some presages of it 
already—and as it may grow with luxuri- 
ance in the fertile region round about you ; 
may it not be a dictate of wisdom for you 
to collect and arrange your forces, and be 
in readiness to encounter. its resolved and 
powerful defenders; and particularly, to 
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see to it, that you do not yourself furnish 
them with armor, by which they will be 
able to attack you with no doubtful success. 

But I have a little more to say on this 
point.—Your representation is, that, on our 
principles, “ believers are in the same state 
that they would be in, if no provisions were: 
made for their complete sanctification in 
the present life.” I hope you will see cause 
to retract, or greatly to modify this repre- 
sentation. For our belief is, that, in con- 
sequence of the provisions of the gospel, 
believers begin a course of holy obedi- 
ence In the present life, and advance from 
one degree of sanctification to another to 
the close of life, when they are made perfect 
in holiness; but that neither the merease 
nor the beginning of holiness could be 
effected, were it not for these gracious 
provisions. Now can you think it the 
same thing to remain in our natural 
state, wholly destitute of holiness, as it is 
to be really holy in a degree ?—the same 
thing to be entirely unsanetified, as it is to 
have the work of sanciification begun, and 
carried forwards towards its consumma- 
tion ?7—the same thing to have a measure of 
faith and love, though far short of perfec- 
tion, as it is to have none at all? Can you 
think it the same thing to commence the 
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work of obedience, with the sure prospect 
of its completion at the end of this short 
life, as itis to live and die without com- 
mencing it?—the same thing, to be left, 
without redeeming grace, to perish in our 
sins, as it is to experience that grace so far 
as to have a sure title to perfect and endless 
purity and blessedness in heaven? How 
can you indulge the thought, that, unless 
the provisions of the gospel are such, and so 
applied, that we shail in fact be perfectly 
sanctified in the present life, it is the same 
with us, as though there were no provisions 
at all? 

The other point on which I intend to re- 
mark is this:—you call those who do not 
agree with you, “the advocates of imper- 
fection.” By imperfection you mean. the 
remainder of sin in believers. Now, al- 
though I trust you had no such meaning, 
will you not be understood to call us the 
advocates of sin? And will not this im- 
pression, as to your meaning, be strength- 
ened bya passage in your Discourses, which 
Ican never think of withont pain ? In your 
attempt to show how very erroneous they 
are who do not embrace your doctrine, you 
say, (p. 76) “Sin, or at least some degree 
of it, 1s regarded as an essential element of 
Christian character—as a kind of life- 
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preserver.” I cannot tell you how great is 
the injustice of this remark, and how wound- 
ing it must be to the feelings of sincere be- 
lievers, who look upon sin as directly oppo- 


- gite to all the elements of the Christian cha- 


racter; who regard it, not as a life-pre- 
“server, but as constantly endangering their 
Spiritual life, and exposing them to eternal 
death—who feel sin to be the most vile and 
hateful thing in the universe, and who ab- 
hor themselves and go mourning all their — 
days, on account of it—who pant after en- _ 
tire deliverance from it, and whom nothing — 
can ever satisfy, so long as they continue to 
be the subjects of it in any degree. Iam 
sure, my dear brother, that you will wish 
that passage blotted out from your pages. | 

T have now noticed what is of most con- — 
sequence in your letter. It is altogether 
unnecessary for me to enter into a discus- 
sion of the general subject in debate, as 1 
have done this so particularly in the Ameri- 
can Biblical Repository. 

And now, dear brother, how fond soever 
any others may be of contention and strife, 
I hope that you and I shall have no strife 
but this—to grow in knowledge and grace, 
and to promote the holiness and salvation 
of our fellow-men. In a strife like this let 
us be continually engaged. And here we 
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may expect success. As to your own pre- 
sent perfection, or the perfection of any of 
your associates—it certainly is not a matter 
which a man of your modesty would like 
to affirm. And I must think it would be 
very difficult for you to prove to the satis- 
faction of your own mind, that you have_ 
already reached the mark of sinless perfec- 
tion. When you examine yourself thorough- 
ly, as I trust you do, you will be very likely 
. to find some habits of thought or of action, 

some feelings or motives, some desires or 
tendencies of mind, which you cannot look 
upon with entire complacency, and which — 
you will wish may be corrected. I hope, 
therefore, that neither you, nor your asso- 
ciates, will set up any claims which would 
seem to indicate a spirit of self-righteous- 
ness, and which would not be among those 
things which are “lovely and of good re- 
port.” Let us then keep on safe ground, 
and be sure to bend our endeavors to the 
accomplishment of real and_ substantial 
good. Aware of past deficiencies, we will, 
for the future, more earnestly proclaim “the 
unsearchable riches of Christ.” With the 
help of his grace, we will press forward 
toward the mark, constantly striving to rise, 
not so much above others, as above our- 
selves. We willcherish a humble and con- 
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trite heart, which j is So essthitial a part of 
the Christian character. And among other 
important duties, let us be sure to observe 
that almost forgotten precept, Phil. 2; 3— 
“In lowliness of mind let each esteem 
others better than himself.” 

Begging you not to expect me to pursue 
this subject farther, and desiring most sin- 
cerely that we may be guided into all the 
truth, and that our hearts may be more and 
more ‘Ienit together in love, Tam, with cor- 
dial esteem and affection, 

Your brother, 
LEONARD WOODS. 
Andover Theo. Sem., March, 1841. 
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